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Chapter 1. Blood in the Scuppers
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I am Anaroo of Kwarla-conch and the Defiance. I will destroy those who chained me. I will return to Maijha Minor. I will find my way home. Anaroo began the mantra even before she opened her eyes on the dim, pitching world. 

Panic. Anaroo sat still and breathed. She’d taught herself to do this—not to cry out, or flail, or begin asking stupid questions of anyone near her. She was huddled against a wooden wall, straw beneath, scratchy woolen blanket tucked up to her chin, otherwise naked. A lantern cast barred shadows across her blanket, and male voices muttered somewhere beyond it. A cell. A dungeon? No, that wasn’t right.

The broken patchwork of her memory seethed, throwing up useless connections. That drumming was not rain on jungle leaves. It was...rain on deck? On sails? 

I am Anaroo. I am Anaroo. I will not forget my name. Not again. Never again.

She moved and was instantly conscious of the leather and metal collar. Slave collar. She wanted to tear it off. She was dimly aware of having tried to do so many times before.

One wall of the cell was nothing but bars. Two grishnards stood in the corridor outside, unlocking the door. The room gave a sickening pitch, and one of them staggered. The closed waste bucket, bolted to the corner of the cell, made an unpleasant sloshing noise. I’m on a ship. But that didn’t seem quite right.

Airship! Not the first airship, either. The second? Third?

“Easy, Stripes. There’s a good girl. Easy now.”

They are talking to me, she realized with a flash of shame and anger. She started to say something, then snapped her mouth shut. Sometimes, when Anaroo reached for one word, an entirely different word emerged. But I am getting better. Didn’t I speak to Needles a few days ago? The faun with the purple feathers? And he answered me, so I must have made sense. I am getting better. Each time she woke, the pieces fell into place a little faster. Best not to let the grishnards know.

Across the cell, another form stirred, another zed. This is the cell for women, Anaroo remembered. The men are next door.

The grishnard overseer gave her the sort of encouraging smile that one might offer to a dumb animal or a small child. He held out a piece of dried fruit. “There’s a good girl. It’s your shift, my dear. Up you get. Don’t make us use the lead. You know I hate to use it. Come on. You’ve had a good dry sleep, but it’s time to do some work.”

Anaroo drew both hooves beneath her and stood up, dropping her blanket. She had been naked for so long that she hardly thought about it anymore, and her tribe had never been particular about clothing. Her stomach growled, but she did not take the proffered fruit. Am I a child to be trained with treats? The grishnard overseer did not press his offering, but moved back swiftly to give her space to walk ahead of him in the corridor. I believe I have kicked that one before.

Anaroo noticed that her cell-mate gave her a wide berth as well. Perhaps her, too. The other zed slave took the offered fruit meekly from the second overseer. She moved with the downcast look of a faun born into slavery. Anaroo lifted her chin. Did I ever walk like that? Surely not.

Without further prompting, she moved down the shadowy hallway, past the bars of the second cell where the men slept, towards the short flight of stairs at the far end of the hall. She remembered the place now with perfect clarity. We sleep just beneath the forward deck...near the capstan. That drumming sound is rain. We’ve been flying through a storm for days.

She climbed the crazily tilting stairs and pushed the hatch open against a gust of wind and cold water. Ship’s lanterns gave only faint illumination fore and aft in the stormy night. The air felt chilly. Anaroo wanted to close the hatch and go back inside, but she had a dim memory of being dragged to the capstan at the end of a metal pole. So she came all the way out onto the deck, followed closely by the overseer, then the second zed slave and, finally, the assistant.

The capstan stood just forward of their hatch—a large, revolving cylinder that wound the great springs of the airship. Six of the ten slaves were chained to the bars of the capstan at any given time.

Anaroo’s stomach growled again. Maybe I should have taken the fruit. Lightning lit the deck, and thunder boomed across the sky. The silhouettes of grishnard sailors leapt briefly into focus, moving about with lifelines. Is the ship in danger? They were certainly tearing along at a tremendous pace, the wind howling like an animal in the rigging. Darts of rain stung across Anaroo’s face, and the storm seemed to be getting even thicker.

The grishnard overseer urged her to the capstan, where the shadowy forms of other slaves leaned against their horizontal bars. She thought she sensed agitation in his movements as he unlocked one of the shavier fauns and clicked the shackle around Anaroo’s left wrist. She stared at the hated chain. I will destroy those who chained me. I will return to Maijha Minor. I will find my way home.

Crack! A noise even closer than the lightning made everyone jump. The ship gave a sudden slewing motion and began to fall off the wind. A sail has parted, thought Anaroo. Or the storm has carried away a spar or a mast...or the rudder.

Voices shouted in the darkness. Feet went pounding over the deck. The faun slave who had just been unchained dropped to all fours to keep from falling as the ship tilted more steeply.

Everyone looked up and towards the mainmast. Everyone except Anaroo. She grabbed the capstan bar with both hands, watched as the overseer turned instinctively towards the crisis...and kicked him in the belly with both hooves. 

If the overseer made a noise, it was completely lost amid the storm. He dropped to his knees and Anaroo’s second kick caught him in the temple. Then she was down beside him, reaching as far as her chain would allow, scrambling frantically around his jerking body for the keys. The faun who had been on all fours was trying to help her, and the assistant was leaping forward with a cry, and all the while the deck slanted more steeply.

A sword flashed in the assistant’s hand, but too late! The slaves were on him, kicking and hitting and biting. Someone was choking him with their chain. Anaroo felt the key, cold and wet between her fingers. She jammed it into the lock at her wrist, and the click seemed to reverberate through her whole body. I’m free!

*  *  *  *
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BLOOD RAN PAST MARLIE’S nose into the scupper as another body slammed into her. Cold rainwater mingled with the warmth as it gushed through the opening over the side of the airship. Marlie tried to wriggle away, but she didn’t dare stand up. The warmth seeped through her clothes, across the skin of her upper body, and into the fur below her waist. The Scarlet Albatross was listing so far to leeward that Marlie was lying more on the bulwark than on the deck.

One of the sailors who had landed on top of Marlie was not quite dead, and his heart pumped bright crimson in spurts past her face. The weight of his body had forced her tail and one arm through the scupper, and she struggled to draw them back into the ship. In the flashes of lightning, Marlie glimpsed the hooves and paws of the slaves and crew, scrambling over the crazily tilting deck. This is no place for a little ocelon. Between cracks of thunder, she heard the clang of swords, the bellows of combatants, and the cries of wounded.

Stop fighting and take the helm. Someone, anyone! Marlie looked away from the deck, through the scupper, and felt her heart clench. She should have been looking at the horizon. Instead, she could see straight down to the heaving, white-capped waves. The ship is going to roll.

The Albatross shuddered as her ballast shifted. The alarm bell rang wildly, abandoned by whoever had released the clapper. Marlie knew she had not overestimated the gravity of the situation when she glimpsed the quartermaster, crouched atop the ship’s only pegasus. Another sailor had attempted to jump up behind the quartermaster, but they were too heavy. The three of them lashed for a moment in the air—a whirl of feathers, flailing arms, and flying tails. The animal’s wings beat madly. It was shrieking and bucking, and then the quartermaster bludgeoned the sailor loose. He fell with a scream, and the pegasus struggled upwards into the dark sky.

That’s it, then, thought Marlie. If the officers are abandoning the ship, she’s finished. I need to get to a lifeboat, and I need a weapon. She’d already made a perfunctory search of the sailors’ bodies, but now she did so with greater attention, cold fingers fumbling through pockets and coat-linings. Not so much as a mending knife. Wyvern piss.

Marlie tried to rise, but the bodies made it difficult. The deck was almost vertical. She hissed in frustration as her paw slipped through the scupper again, and she scrabbled for a moment, hands reaching for anything, fingers closing on the fur and flesh of the dead. She was glad she’d kicked off her boots earlier as her claws splayed and caught, gouging little furrows in the wood of the bulwark. She had a sudden, absurd mental image of Lucius Creevy, the first mate, lecturing her on the difficulty of sanding away claw marks.

When Marlie managed to get both paws under her, she was grudgingly impressed to see Captain Ackleby up on the quarterdeck, still struggling with the wheel, while Creevy and two other sailors held off slaves on the narrow stairs. Perhaps all’s not lost.

Clang, clang, clang! went the useless bell. Slaves and sailors shouted back and forth—angry words, carried away by the wind. The ship’s gears made a hideous grinding noise as Ackleby struggled with the wheel and levers that controlled the flaps, rudders, and inner mysteries of the Scarlet Albatross.

Where are the rest of the sailors? They should be on the quarterdeck, helping to deal with the slaves.

A long groaning creak issued from amidships. Oh, no. Marlie glanced down through the scupper just in time to see one of the light-gas dinghies fall out of the Albatross directly below her. Most of the crew appeared to be aboard. Marlie was no expert on airships—a deficit she now deeply regretted—but she didn’t think the dinghy had been intended to carry so many passengers. The other dinghy is on the windward side of the ship—probably at too steep an angle to launch. So they all tried to fit into this one.

To her horror, Marlie saw the light-gas dinghy—which should have floated gently towards the water—skew sideways. Its parachute failed to deploy properly in the high winds. It bounced once and then flipped. The sailors’ screams were lost to the storm as they fell. In a perverse bit of irony, the dinghy then lurched upwards, free of her cargo, and buoyant. She sailed away into the night sky, a little ghost ship.

Lightning lit the deck again, and out of the corner of her eye, Marlie caught a flash of metal. Her head whipped around just as the deck plunged back into shadow. Marlinspike? She was almost certain she’d seen it...sticking in the planks, perhaps four paces away, where it must have fallen from someone’s hand or pocket. Marlie cursed the lightning for spoiling her night vision. She crouched amid the dead bodies again, her entire being focused on the spot where she thought she’d seen the spike.

One good look. Then I grab it and run for the lower decks. Maybe I can figure out how to launch the other dinghy.

She was so intent that it took her a moment to realize the Albatross was leveling. Marlie had had one paw on the deck and one braced against the bulwark. Now, suddenly, both paws were on deck. A moment later, Marlie could no longer see the ocean through the scupper. She glanced towards the quarterdeck in time to see the captain, the first mate, and two surviving crew members make a dash for the door of the stateroom cabin behind them. Now! Now, while the slaves are distracted!

Marlie’s cat eyes had adjusted. She could see the marlinspike, and she ran for it. The spike had stuck more deeply into the planks than she’d expected. It was slippery with rain and perhaps blood. Marlie tugged wildly in the darkness, listening to the scramble of slaves trying to stop the sailors, a resounding boom as the stateroom door shut...and then a voice, quite close. “Move, and you die.” A blade pressed against her cheek.

The voice was low and gravelly, but Marlie thought it was female. Without moving anything other than her mouth, she said, “I’m the ship’s healer. You need me.”

Her attacker sneered. “You’re no healer.”

Marlie struggled to control her flinch of surprise. She risked twisting to get a look at her attacker. As she’d suspected, it was the tall zed—the one with the mismatched eyes. Her stripes were impenetrable black across her sharp-boned face, but the white skin between was flecked with blood. “No healer,” she repeated. “Whether we need you remains to be seen.”
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Chapter 2. Marlie
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Their leader might not think Marlie was a healer, but the other slaves certainly did—four shavier and another zed. They marched her to the dispensary, where she treated their wounds at sword-point. One of the shavier was dying, although Marlie didn’t dare say so. Her keen ocelon’s nose told her what their duller faun noses could not—that his bowel had been nicked. There was nothing she could do, except ease his pain.

The zed leader—the others called her Anaroo—would accept no treatment from Marlie. She washed and bandaged a cut on her forearm by herself, and she insisted that the others identify any medicine that Marlie gave them before using it. “If you don’t know what it is, don’t take it from her,” she growled.

The others only half-listened. Marlie took this as a good sign. She’s only marginally in control of them. But she didn’t dare try to poison anyone, and she hoped that the dying shavier would last until morning, so as not to appear suspicious.

Back on the main deck, the slaves tied her to the capstan where they had previously run in endless circles. The rest of the crew were either dead or barricaded in the captain’s stateroom. Marlie saw no sign of either of the ship’s two passengers. She assumed that they, also, were barricaded in their rooms.

Anaroo left the bodies of two dead faun slaves and three grishnard sailors on deck. The fauns were laid out neatly, while the grishnards’ bodies were looted and left in a pile. Anaroo clearly understood enough about airships to know that she should not simply throw them overboard. The ship was already sailing light. With no pilot to correct her and no counterweight available, any change in her buoyancy might make her unstable. Marlie gathered that two more slaves had fallen overboard in the fighting.

That leaves six faun slaves, four grishnard sailors, two passengers...and me.

The Albatross seemed reasonably steady in the air, although she was merely running before the wind to gods-knew-where. The lightning had ceased, although rain was still coming down in sheets. The slaves were spreading out to loot the ship, and someone finally put a damper on the cursed alarm bell. They’d found the stores of food and rum, and she could hear their joyful cries on the deck below. 

Marlie’s stomach growled. Rations had been cut several days ago, and it had been hard to snatch meals since the storm began. She curled up on the treadmill. The wood smelled foul, even in the rain—too much urine soaked into the planks. She lay there for a long time, listening to the chatter of the slaves and watching blood mingle with rivulets of rain.

One of the dead fauns was a shavier—a pegasus shelt, with a feathered lower body and tail. He’d had green and gold feathers, with hair and ear-tufts to match. The sword thrust that had killed him had also sheared away great swathes of green feathers, which were now blowing around the deck, sticking to everything. The other faun had been a zed like Anaroo—a zebra shelt, with black and white stripes that extended from her lower-body fur, over the skin of her upper body, along her arms and hands, over her face, even into her hair.

All of the sailors had been grishnards—griffin shelts, with golden fur below their waists; paws; and long, tufted tails. They were the dominant species in the archipelago of Wefrivain. Marlie was an ocelon—an ocelot shelt. Her pupils were slitted, and her darker skin and fur were covered with stripes and spots. Ocelons were a small species—just chest-high to the average grishnard and shoulder-height to most fauns.

Marlie forced herself to examine the tangle of arms, furry flanks, bloody paws, and tufted tails. She caught sight of a pale, bloodless face amid the pile—long, auburn hair, dark lashes. She sighed. Ostrich. A silly nickname. She racked her brain for his real name, but could not remember. He’d been young—not more than eighteen. He’d flirted with Marlie, though she’d ignored him. He was forever bringing her sweets when they docked. Marlie fixed his face in her mind. She resolved that, if she got out of this alive, she would add him to her sketchbook.

*  *  *  *
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“WAKE UP, YOU SLIT-EYED bitch! You poisoned him! You poisoned—!”

“Enough.”

Marlie barely registered the hoof-kick to her midriff before someone was hauling off her attacker. In the bright morning sunlight, she blinked up to see an enraged shavier faun, his deep purple tail-feathers fanning behind him. 

Anaroo shoved him back. The zed had stolen a longbow and quiver of arrows. She was almost as tall as the bow, taller than many grishnards, and she towered over Marlie, as well as the shavier faun. “She didn’t poison him.”

“She did! He’s dead!”

“He had a belly wound,” said Anaroo. “He got drunk, fell asleep, and didn’t wake up.”

Probably the best thing that could have happened to him, thought Marlie, although she didn’t dare say so.

“But she treated him,” protested the shavier, less forcefully this time. There was a hitch in his voice.

“He had a ruptured bowel,” muttered Marlie. “No one can treat that.”

The shavier was crying now. “Why didn’t you say?”

“You had a sword pointed at me.”

“Go get yourself something to eat,” said Anaroo to the shavier. “No rum this morning.”

“Don’t tell me what to do,” he snarled, but he moved away.

Marlie sat up, wincing at the bruise where he’d kicked her. Her rumpled clothes were stiff with half-dried blood. “Thank you.”

“You didn’t poison him,” said Anaroo, but she continued to stare at Marlie suspiciously with her odd eyes—the right eye brown where a black stripe crossed it, the left eye blue with a white stripe. At last, she dropped a twist of salted meat onto the deck in front of Marlie, who resisted the urge to snap it up like a starving rat. She took the meat deliberately and chewed slowly. It was not enough, but even a little food would make it easier to think. Anaroo handed her a quarter-full water skin.

Marlie looked around in the bright morning sunlight. The other fauns were clustered around the quarterdeck bulkhead amid the dappled shadows from the sails. They were no doubt waiting to attack the captain and crew, as soon as they made an appearance. The bodies of the dead were beginning to stink.

Most of the fauns had stolen clothes from the sailors’ lockers and now looked much like their dead counterparts in sailcloth and leather and linen. Anaroo, by contrast, had chosen to remain naked, save for a long, red coat and a bit of rope around her neck. She was so small-breasted that she could have been mistaken for a boy if she’d put on clothes. Like all of the slaves, her head had been shaved at the beginning of the summer, but her hair was growing back now, and she had a veneer of black and white curls.

Marlie racked her brain for any bit of information she’d heard about this person. She’d only been with the Scarlet Albatross for a yellow month, and she’d rarely dealt with the slaves. On several occasions, their overseers had called her to treat minor injuries or to assess their overall health. She’d never been asked about Anaroo, although she had treated several injuries inflicted by her. She remembered the crew commenting that “the big girl’s crazy, but she sure can run.”

She didn’t look crazy now.

“Kellard...” said Anaroo slowly, drawing out the word. “That’s where I’ve seen you before.”

Marlie had thought herself prepared for anything Anaroo might say, but this took her completely off-guard. Her heart accelerated until she felt she would choke on it. How does she know that? How could she possibly know that?

Anaroo leaned in close. “Who were you here for...assassin?”

Marlie lifted her chin. “I am not an assassin.”

Their eyes locked for a moment. Finally, Anaroo straightened. “We are going to Maijha Minor. All the maps are in the stateroom with the wretched captain.”

“You want me to get them for you?” Because I’m not a grishnard...and not a faun...and not quite standard crew.

“Can you?”

“Can you sail the ship?” countered Marlie. “Even if you have the maps, do you know how? We’re a little north of Haplag—a long way from Maijha Minor.”

Something dangerous flashed in Anaroo’s eyes, and Marlie said quickly, “I’ll see whether the captain will let me in. You have to promise that you’ll abide by any agreement I make with him. Otherwise, there’s no point in negotiating.”

“I promise nothing,” said Anaroo. She hesitated. “But I keep my word when I give it.”

Marlie nodded.

Anaroo’s eyes narrowed to slits. “I want to know why you’re here.”

Marlie stared back at her. She tried to make her big green eyes look wide and guileless. “I’m an ocelon healer. I just want to get out of this alive.”
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Chapter 3. Archery Contest
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Mathias Kellard...personal assistant to Culowen Reza, the most notorious crime lord in Wefrivain. Anaroo had never met Culowen, but she had seen Mathias once when Gwain arranged a negotiation. Anaroo had come along as one of several bodyguards. Mathias was an ocelon—as cold a character as Anaroo thought she was ever likely to meet. This little girl...she was with him...as what? Assistant? Protégée? Marlie wasn’t exactly a little girl anymore.

Anaroo watched her closely as they walked up the stairs to the quarterdeck. She wasn’t surprised that Marlie didn’t remember her. Nobody ever remembered bodyguards. Marlie looked to be in her early twenties now. How long ago was that meeting?

Anaroo felt a moment of vertigo as the gears of her broken memory slipped and spun. She gripped the longbow more tightly, focused on the present. The weapon was well-made, and its weight felt comfortingly familiar in her hand—a bridge to the past, a hope for the future. I will destroy those who chained me. I will find my way home. 

From the vantage of the quarterdeck, she could see that they were flying over calm, but windy seas. Tiny islands speckled the horizon. Anaroo spotted a waterborne ship far below.

“Captain Ackleby!” Marlie knocked hard on the stateroom door. “It’s Marlie! I’ve been sent to negotiate. Will you let me in?”

No response.

“They’ll get hungry and thirsty,” she told Anaroo. “But the captain had some provisions of his own—how much, I’m not certain.”

The shavier with the purple tail feathers—Needles—was muttering behind Anaroo. “We should try to take down the door. They might have tools that would do it.”

“Then go look for them,” said Anaroo, without taking her eyes off Marlie. When he was gone, she said, “Is there another way in?”

“I’ve already told you there isn’t.”

“What are you not telling me?”

Marlie’s spotted tail lashed behind her. She caught a quick breath and said, “I’m a tracker, alright? I was hired to search for stolen property aboard this ship. I haven’t found any.”

Anaroo opened her mouth to respond, but was interrupted by a shout from the deck. “Griffins!”

*  *  *  *
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MARLIE HAD SEEN THE fliers a moment before the fauns saw them, although she kept her face carefully blank. Two griffins with riders were beating up from the waterborne ship. The fauns watched them uneasily. Perhaps they were just scouts, having a look at the airship’s name. As they came closer, however, it became clear that they intended something more intimate.

An arrow sailed into the side of the Albatross, and a frightened babble erupted from the fauns as they hunkered on the deck below. Marlie crouched as well and pressed herself against the cabin bulkhead. She didn’t really think the archers would aim for shelts, but she didn’t want to test them.

Nothing about the ship’s motion changed, so the arrow probably hadn’t punched through to the light-gas bladders. However, the archers would soon be close enough to do so. Marlie did not know enough about airships to be certain how much light-gas they could lose before starting to sink, but she knew that a punctured bladder would cripple the ship. That’s probably the idea. Bring us down slowly with minimal damage so that the waterborne ship can engage the slaves and rescue the crew.

Instead of dropping to the deck, however, Anaroo put one glossy black hoof on the quarterdeck bulwark. She made a striking target with her black and white fur and skin, her red coat billowing around her.

The archers took the bait. The next shot came, not at the side of the ship, but at Anaroo. The arrow missed by an arm’s length and thumped into the wall beside Marlie, who yelped and attempted to become even smaller.

In one fluid movement, Anaroo plucked an arrow from her quiver and drew back the bow. There was a beat like a dancer’s pause—not hesitation, just practiced rhythm. Then the bow thrummed and one of the riders jerked backwards off his griffin, as though punched by an invisible fist. The griffin gave a wail that was audible all the way to the airship and dove after him.

The second rider shot almost immediately, but his arrow went wide, and this time Anaroo dropped the griffin instead of the shelt. Marlie had never seen such accurate shooting at such a distance. The other slaves probably hadn’t, either. They were cheering, chanting her name and pounding on the deck. If she hadn’t been their clear leader before, she certainly was now.

Marlie wondered whether the waterborne ship would attempt further measures. She doubted it, although the captain would probably report the incident when he made port. Most ships in these seas were merchants, and they only carried a few griffin scouts. Marlie tried to stifle her disappointment. What now?

Needles raced up the stairs to report that he’d found some tools that might be used to take the hinges off the captain’s door. He’d just begun work when the rider-less griffin came snarling over the side of the main deck. Anaroo got off one shot, which hit the griffin, but did not silence it. Then, at their backs, the cabin door flew open, and the surviving crew of the Scarlet Albatross charged out, roaring, to reclaim their ship. It must have been a cruel surprise when they found not a multitude of armed sailors from the waterborne vessel, but a single shrieking, hissing griffin, already dying with an arrow in its lung.
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Chapter 4. The Captain
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Captain Silas Ackleby was a trim little grishnard in his forties—fine-boned, sallow-skinned, and exceedingly freckled. He had light red hair—a color unusual in grishnards. He was the sort of captain who dressed down to his shirtsleeves more often than not and never said more than necessary. He was saying nothing now as Anaroo glowered at him over his map table and three other slaves paced around his cabin, randomly breaking things and stealing his clothes. The first mate and the two sailors who’d managed to take refuge with him were already on deck, chained to the capstan.

“We are going here.” Anaroo stabbed a long finger at the coast of Maijha Minor.

Ackleby pursed his thin lips. His hands were tied behind his back, but he kept them there so often that it looked like a natural posture. 

“You will take us there, or I will kill you,” said Anaroo.

Ackleby said nothing.

“May I offer a compromise?” asked Marlie.

Ackleby shot her a quick, calculating look. 

“Land the ship,” she said, “and go your separate ways. Let the fauns take the Albatross and make the most of what they’ve got. Cut your losses and walk away alive.” I’ll have to stay with the ship, of course, but if Anaroo’s only goal is to reach Maijha Minor, then we can negotiate.

“No,” said Anaroo and the Captain at the same time. It was the first word Ackleby had spoken since his capture.

“I will not abandon my ship,” he continued. 

“We’ll never make Maijha Minor without a trained pilot,” said Anaroo.

The other slaves were watching in perfect stillness now. Marlie tried again, “Well, then, you’d both better decide where you’re willing to compromise.”

“No compromise,” said Anaroo to Ackleby. “You take us where we want to go, or I will begin taking pieces off your remaining crew. I will start with fingers and work my way up.”

“It’s hard to sail a ship without fingers,” said Ackleby. “Your lot can’t do it. We’ll crash into the ocean.”

“We’ll see about that,” growled Anaroo. Marlie was sure that she thought he was bluffing.

We need to refocus on what matters. “Why are the supplies running low?” said Marlie to Ackleby.

Anaroo drew a breath as though to interrupt, but seemed to think better of it.

Ackleby hesitated.

“You haven’t been feeding them properly,” persisted Marlie. “Even the crew’s ration has been cut for the last few days. Why?” She thought she knew, but she wanted to be sure. She wanted the fauns to understand the situation. Marlie stared into Ackleby’s dark eyes, willing him to understand.

For a moment, she thought he wouldn’t answer. Finally, he said, “We have missed the last two supply stations. We were dangerously low even before last night’s...episode.”

This seemed to surprise even Anaroo. The other three slaves began whispering.

“Why?” persisted Marlie.

Ackleby’s eyes flicked around the room. He was not a trusting person. As far as Marlie could tell, his only real friend was his first mate, and his only real love was this ship...and the poppy pipe in the bottom drawer of his desk. Finally, Ackleby seemed to come to a decision. “I cannot comply with your demand,” he said to Anaroo, “because I am not sure where we are.”

This took everyone aback. Anaroo scowled, and the muttering among the slaves grew louder.

“Starting five days ago, many of the lighthouses by which we navigate at night have been unlit,” he continued. 

Marlie had already heard the crew talking about this. Unlike a waterborne vessel, airships did not usually anchor at night or choose a cove to hide in bad weather. They could anchor over land or shallow water, or they could drag a sea anchor, but it was tricky. Most captains preferred to dock at ports intended for airships. Because of weight restrictions, airships could not carry all the supplies for more than a few days’ voyage, and they resupplied every three to five days, often by sending a pegasus or griffin to passing towns. Our pegasus is gone, Marlie thought with unease.

“This happens sometimes,” continued Ackleby. “We sailed on, expecting to see familiar landmarks. However, multiple lighthouses across multiple islands seem to be unlit, and this is very unusual. In addition, we have passed many burning towns. Surely you have smelled the smoke.”

Marlie glanced at Anaroo. The ground was not visible from the treadmill. Still... Surely even dull faun noses could smell it.

“Without good landmarks or weather reports, we drifted off course and encountered the storm,” continued Ackleby.

Anaroo considered this. “What do you need in order to take us where we want to go?”

“To Maijha Minor?” Ackleby’s eyes darted around the room again. “Is that where you all want to go?”

The other fauns shifted uneasily. Marlie was certain that they had no interest in going to the dangerous game park from which Anaroo had obviously been taken. Maijha Minor might be her home, but it wasn’t theirs. Her hold on them—so strong a moment ago—seemed to weaken.

“Yes,” said Anaroo impatiently. “It is where we are going. What do you need?”

“I need to know where we are,” said Ackleby, and Marlie did not think he was bluffing. “We need supplies. We need a port.”

At that moment, Needles—who had apparently been industriously trying to take the door off one of the passenger’s cabins the entire time—burst in with a cry of, “I got one, sir!” The “sir” was directed at Anaroo, for whom Needles had apparently decided that “mistress” was too weak a title.

Needles was dragging a bristling foxling by the arm. She was one of the white ones and absurdly pretty, with golden eyes and a dense, fluffy tail. The foxling was wearing a blue linen dress and short coat—sensible traveling clothes for the fall weather, if a bit overly-frilled. She’d come aboard only a few days ago and hadn’t emerged from her cabin much. Marlie had seen her, but did not know her name.

Like ocelons, and other non-grishnard panauns, foxlings were considered second class citizens in Wefrivain. They were often even smaller than ocelons, and they were canids, so they had fewer species similarities to grishnards. They weren’t de facto slaves like fauns, nor had the new slave species laws affected them. However, employment opportunities for foxlings were limited, and they did not often rise into the upper ranks of society. Airship passage was expensive. None of the foxlings of Marlie’s acquaintance could have afforded the fare.

Nevertheless, Needles seemed certain that he’d captured a prize. “We can ransom her,” he said confidently. “All airship passengers are rich.”

Anaroo had an expression of distaste. Marlie suspected that she did not feel the same animosity towards foxlings as she felt towards grishnards. “What is your name?”

“Glossy,” muttered the foxling, and, after a moment, she thought to add, “sir.”

Probably raised on a dance stage, thought Marlie. So many foxlings were, especially the white ones, and they all had names like that.

“What can you do, Glossy?”

It was an odd question. Ackleby raised an eyebrow. Glossy fidgeted. Marlie wondered if she was someone’s mistress or worse, perhaps being shipped to her master. Glossy seemed to come to a decision. She raised her chin. “I’m a healer. I can treat your wounded.”

Anaroo gave her a gap-tooth smile. “A healer? But we’ve already got one of those.” She said it with such sarcasm that Marlie bristled all over. 

Needles looked uncertain. “What do you want me to do with her, sir?”

Anaroo looked down at the map. “Take her back to her cabin.”

“Do you want me to guard the door?”

“No, but do put it back on,” said Anaroo mildly. “We don’t want our healer to catch a chill.”

Glossy kept her head up as she turned to go and jerked her arm out of Needle’s grip. He ended by awkwardly holding the door for her as she made her exit.

Ackleby spoke again. “We need supplies.”

At that moment, the ship gave a violent lurch upwards. Everyone reached for something to support themselves, and one of the fauns fell over. Marlie crouched and then gritted her teeth as the surge was followed by a stomach-clenching drop. Ackleby swayed, but did not fall. “We also need to adjust our course. You’ve been lucky to stay aloft this long without a pilot.” He hesitated. “And the springs need to be wound.”

Anaroo stood up from her crouch. “Well, then you’d better start running.”

As she pushed him towards the door, Ackleby said, “If you’re going to captain this ship, may I suggest you put on clothes?”

“I have sworn an oath,” she said, “that the next clothes I wear will be the skins of those who chained me.”

Marlie had to admire Ackleby’s composure. “The coat doesn’t count?”

Anaroo twitched her tufted tail. “I have not sworn to be cold.”
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Chapter 5. Wait
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Ackleby pushed the capstan with the four remaining members of his crew. One grishnard sailor, Lark, was limping badly. Anaroo finally allowed him to sit out, as he was only getting in the way.

Marlie wasn’t doing much better. She had to reach up to grasp one of the capstan handles. The first mate—a massive, dark-haired mountain grishnard—could have lifted her with one hand. Still, Marlie tried. Her arms were shaking, and she was drenched with sweat by the time they finally got the springs wound to Ackleby’s satisfaction.

When he left the capstan for the quarterdeck, Anaroo followed him. “Set your course for Maijha Minor,” Marlie heard her say. “If we pass an island where we can hunt for food, we’ll stop.”

No one spoke when Marlie left the capstan to have a look at the injured sailor, curled in a miserable heap against the bulwark. He was one of the young ones, perhaps twenty. Marlie was impressed that he had stayed to fight with the captain instead of fleeing with the others. His name was Jase, but everyone called him Lark, on account of his beautiful singing voice. Marlie had heard him say that he dreamed of becoming a minstrel, creating ballads about great adventures.

He doesn’t seem so enthusiastic now that he’s actually living one. Lark’s clothes were half-shredded. The slaves had kicked him repeatedly in the lower thigh, back and buttocks. A faun’s hoofed kick was nothing to sneer at, especially with the kind of leg muscles these fauns had developed. The sailor’s leg was so bruised and swollen that Marlie thought for a moment it was broken. However, upon closer inspection, she found the bone was sound. He’ll hobble for ten days at least, but he’ll get better.

Marlie watched the quarterdeck out of the corner of her eye. She didn’t think that Ackleby could sail the ship properly without his crew to adjust the sails and rigging. However, he made no further requests as he worked the levers and pedals around the wheel. He did say something quietly to Anaroo. A moment later, she gestured the other zed up to the quarterdeck. They were calling him Stubs, on account of his docked tail. He hadn’t corrected anyone. Marlie got the idea that none of the remaining fauns knew each other very well.

A moment later, Stubs came down to inform the three shavier that they were to dump the bodies of the dead.

“Well, thank the Firebird,” muttered Needles. “They stink.” Even the griffin’s body had been retained in hopes of restoring proper ballast.

“Are you sure?” asked another, a mangy-looking blue. “I mean, the weight...”

“We take on supplies all the time, don’t we?” said the third. He had green feathers, and Marlie had heard Needles calling him Hawthorn. “And the pegasus comes and goes. The weight can change, and the ship still flies.”

“How?”

“Who cares?”

“The captain said to dump the bodies,” reiterated Stubs, “and Anaroo agreed.”

“You think we can trust the captain? He probably wants the ship to crash.”

“I told you—”

“Dump the bodies!” bellowed Anaroo from the quarterdeck. “Gods’ blood and brains! Just do it!”

They did.

Marlie and Lark watched without comment. Well, you’re right about one thing, thought Marlie. You certainly can’t trust the captain.

*  *  *  *
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THEY SAILED THROUGH relatively calm air for the rest of the day. Twice, Marlie saw storm clouds on the horizon, but nothing broke overhead. Airships were delicate things, intended for short voyages in clear weather. This fall run was to have been the last of the season for the Scarlet Albatross. The first of the winter storms posed a serious threat, and many captains would not have taken a ship up at this time of year. Ackleby was a superb captain, but not usually reckless. Someone put a lot of pressure on him.

That evening, Lark was returned to his chains on the capstan, but Marlie was allowed to see to the wounds of the crew and then to redress the fauns’ injuries before being tied to the capstan herself (the chains were too large for her). There was a brief discussion of stripping the crew naked—an idea that filled Marlie with unease for several reasons. However, in the end, the slaves decided that watching the sailors foul their clothes would be more entertaining. 

Marlie thought this had more to do with their desire to avoid the first mate than anything else. Creevy had said nothing since they chained him, but he’d kicked off his boots, and he periodically flexed his claws against the deck. They were as long as a faun’s finger. No one wanted to be eviscerated while trying to undress Creevy. The other grishnard—a grizzled deckhand in his fifties named Marmot—didn’t look ready to roll over, either. The fauns kept well away from them.

That night, Ackleby insisted that they anchor. “We do not have a night pilot,” he said, “and I need to sleep. You cannot simply let the ship run before the wind, not at this time of year. We will end up in the sea.” He had located a rocky atoll, where he said the anchor would catch securely. It was a clear night, with all three moons nearly full in the sky.

Anaroo argued at first, but the other slaves were not backing her. Marlie was certain that they were worried about their prospects on a ship that they did not understand. Marlie was sorry that Ackleby could not have found a forested island on which to anchor. If he’d gotten low enough, most of the fauns might have run off in the night. They don’t want to go to Maijha Minor any more than the grishnards do.

In the end, Anaroo relented, and the slaves themselves lowered the anchor under Ackleby’s supervision. Marlie could tell they were getting tired. The excitement and exertion of the past day, combined with less sleep and more food than they were accustomed to, was making them sluggish. 

Anaroo said something to Needles about taking water and food to Glossy. There’d been no mention of the second passenger, and Marlie wondered whether the slaves knew he existed. She was curious about this person, who’d never once emerged from his cabin and whose meals Creevy had always hand-delivered. Even the hallway that led to his room was kept locked, so Marlie had never gotten so much as a scent. She had heard Creevy refer to the passenger as “he,” and she gathered that the ducks in the hold were reserved for his dining pleasure. Could he have died during the storm? Hit his head, perhaps?

Ackleby was chained with his crew for the night. The grishnards could sit against the capstan, although the chains kept one hand above their heads. Ackleby and Creevy exchanged a glance as the captain lowered himself to the deck. After a moment, Creevy murmured, “Skipper...”

Ackleby gave a slight shake of his head. He dipped a finger in the blood oozing from a cut on his arm and traced a single grishnard character on the treadmill. “Wait.”
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Chapter 6. A Legal Dispute
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Marlie woke to the thump of running hooves. Dawn glowed along the horizon. The fauns were all on deck, shouting accusations at each other and gesturing wildly at something below them.

“You were sleeping!” snarled Needles, giving Hawthorn a vicious cuff on the side of the head.

“Stop that!” thundered Stubs. “We’ve got to unhitch the anchor! How do we unhitch it?”

The other faun was already trying desperately, but he couldn’t figure it out. Anaroo stood poised on the bulwark, bow drawn, but she couldn’t seem to decide what to shoot. At last, she shot three arrows in quick succession. Then more griffins than Marlie could easily count flashed over the sides of the Scarlet Albatross. 

Marlie blinked. These aren’t ship’s scouts. The griffins wore leather and chainmail barding, and their riders had light armor as well. One of the griffins smacked Anaroo right off the bulwark as it came over the side. Her arrow was sticking in the barding near its shoulders. The griffin opened its beak as though to rip her head off, but the rider on its back barked a command, and the beast merely pinned her there.

The other fauns had been herded together against the railing, weapons slapped from their trembling hands by splayed claws. The riders hopped down and began tying them. “The keys are on that one,” called Creevy, jerking his head at Needles. 

Their grishnard rescuers retrieved the keys, but they did not immediately unchain the crew. Marlie glanced at Ackleby. He wasn’t smiling.

A moment later, two more shelts came over the side on less heavily-armed griffins. One was a hunti—a hyena shelt, with gray and brown mottled hair and skin. He had gold earrings and a necklace of what looked like finger bones. The other was a lowland grishnard with a zebra-skin coat and a too-bright smile.

“Silas Ackleby,” drawled the grishnard. He had ruby earrings that flashed in the rising sun. His eyes flicked over the group chained to the capstan. “And Lucius Creevy! I cannot express my pleasure at meeting you again.”

“What are you two doing here?” snapped Ackleby. 

“Freeing your ship from a slave uprising, apparently,” said the grishnard as he crossed the deck. “Aren’t you going to thank me?” The hunti came swaggering behind him, his brush of a tail flicking back and forth.

“Thank you,” said Ackleby stiffly. “Now unchain me and my crew.”

The grishnard stopped, almost nose-to-nose with him, a beam of the capstan between them. “Offer me money,” he murmured.

“I’ll give you my ransom,” growled Ackleby. “And theirs, too. You can gloat when my crew have had some water. The passengers must be half dead.”

The hunti was walking slowly around them. “You stink,” he said.

Marlie heard Creevy take a slow, angry breath.

“Offer me favors,” breathed the grishnard.

Ackleby’s mouth had hardened into a bloodless line. “You want something transported?”

The grishnard gave a low chuckle. “That’s a start. Keep going.”

“What do you want, Percival?”

The newcomer’s fist lashed out. He caught Ackleby in the belly so hard that he lifted him briefly off his feet. Ackleby staggered. He caught himself on the beam of the capstan with a white-knuckled hand. The grishnard shouted in his face. “I want to see you hang and your ship stripped and sold at auction, you thieving bilge rat! I want to kill every whore you ever bedded and every bastard you ever sired! I want to erase you!”

Percival’s fist lashed out twice more in quick succession. Ackleby, already white, dropped to the deck, his chains clanking.

Percival’s face had flushed crimson. “I lost my ship because of you!”

“So you turned pirate?” rasped Creevy.

The hunti spoke from behind him with perverse serenity. “Of course not, Gus. What my colleague is trying to say...with unnecessary punctuation...is that we have a letter of marque. We’re privateers, not pirates. You are on our list of wanted persons. Magister Tury of Port Anastar is exceedingly anxious to see you.”

Most of the hunti of Marlie’s acquaintance spoke with the thick accent of the Lawless Lands, but this one must have been raised in the crescent. His grishnard was flawless, even cultured. His speech made a strange counterpoint to his barbaric jewelry.

“Bounty hunters,” spat Creevy. “It suits you.”

“I’m going to enjoy watching you choke, Gus,” murmured the hunti.

Marlie straightened. She thought she understood the situation now, and her course of action seemed clear. Time to establish who is holding the ace. “I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t let you take them.” The privateers turned to look at her with vague distaste and a complete lack of interest. Marlie adopted as commanding a posture as she could manage while tied to a capstan bar. “I have already arrested them.”

Percival’s eyebrows rose. “And you are...?”

“Maijhan Sea Watch. I report directly to Captain Merriweather of Port Royal. I was bringing them in when the slaves revolted. They’re already Maijhan Sea Watch prisoners. You can’t take them anywhere until the Maijhan Port Authority has made a decision.” Marlie reached inside her shirt, fished in her smallclothes, and produced her carefully hidden medallion of office. She’d worn it against her skin since boarding the Scarlet Albatross. The risk was not insignificant, but she’d known she might need to prove her identity when the time came to act.

There was a catch, of course. She hadn’t precisely arrested anyone...yet.

Marlie could have kissed Marmot when he muttered, “She’s right, you know. Arrested them two days ago before the storm. Then the slaves revolted and everything turned upside down.” Marlie made a mental note to make sure Marmot got off lightly. He’d delivered his statement with the perfect combination of forthrightness and embarrassment.

The privateers looked taken aback. Marlie could tell that they wanted to fling her medallion over the side, but common sense made them hesitate. Port Royal had far greater clout than Port Anastar.

Marlie’s eyes flicked around the deck. You’d like to kill me and continue on your way, but if even one person here reports what happened, you’ll lose your commission and possibly your lives. Do you trust every one of your marines to keep your secret? Are you prepared to kill all of the surviving crew?

Marlie was fairly certain that the answer was no. However, her position remained precarious, since she was technically lying about the arrests. She was afraid to look at Ackleby or Creevy. The captain was in no condition to deny anything, curled up on the deck, trying to remember how to breathe. Creevy, though... She could feel him glaring at her. Keep your mouth shut.

Grudgingly, Percival said, “And what are you arresting them for?”

Marlie weighed her options and decided to take the low road. “Impersonating a grishnard.”

The hunti’s eyebrows rose.

“Silas Ackleby is a leon,” continued Marlie. “Lucius Creevy is an accomplice.”
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Chapter 7. The Fine Distinctions Between Felids
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The hunti’s name was Layjen. Marlie could tell that, while the privateers were still smarting at being cheated of their quarry, the revelation about Ackleby’s identity had gone a long way towards easing the sting. “I knew there was something unnatural about you, Silas,” purred Percival as the prisoners were unchained and tied hand and foot. “Everyone should have guessed with hair that color. A little flea-bitten, earthbound lion shelt. You’re not even an avian species. Whatever made you think you could captain an airship?”

“I hope the court cuts off your prick and publicly dissects it,” said Layjen. “I wonder if they’d let me add it to my little collection after they hang you.” He jingled his necklace. 

Not a chance, thought Marlie, but she let the privateers enjoy their moment of victory.

Unlike grishnards, leons had a baculum—a penis bone. It was the only proof-positive way of telling the two species apart. While it was not illegal to do business in Wefrivain as a leon, it was certainly more difficult. Local laws varied widely. Some ports laid restrictions and additional tariffs on cargos transported by non-grishnards, and some merchants simply wouldn’t deal with them. It was a well-known fact that a cargo transported by, say, a hunti, was twice as likely to be chosen for random inspection as one transported by a grishnard.

For this reason, felid species similar to grishnards, such as leons and leopons, had a powerful incentive to pass themselves off as grishnards if they could get away with it. However, while being a leon was merely disreputable, impersonating a grishnard was illegal. The crime was punishable by branding at the very least. Some courts would hang them.

Grishnards, of course, took a dim view of public groping as proof of their species identity. Courts required a fair amount of proof before they would force an individual to submit to a physical inspection. Marlie had no doubt whatsoever that Ackleby was a leon. However, Captain Merriweather had never shown any interest in persecuting leons. If Ackleby hangs, it’ll be as a smuggler, thought Marlie. But that will be harder to prove, and the full extent will be impossible. We might have to settle for the leon charge just to take his ship.

“Can we offer you a few griffins to reach the nearest town with your prisoners?” asked Percival.

Marlie almost laughed. Nice try. “I’m afraid I must seize the entire airship. The court requires the ship as part of its case. Impersonating a grishnard is not the only charge. We believe these two are part of a large smuggling network. We may capture others before we’re finished.” She gave Percival a withering look, and he retreated quickly. Don’t tempt me, you jumped-up pirate.

“Naturally,” said Layjen. “We’ll keep the slaves, of course?” He spoke with only the barest hint of a question. “Surely you’re willing to leave us something for our trouble in rescuing you.”

Marlie hesitated. “I suppose. What do you plan to do with them?” 

“Oh, we’ll sell them to a mine,” said Percival.

Without any mention of their previous behavior. I see.

“They’ll be dead before mid-winter, I assure you,” he continued. “The mine gets some work out of them, we get a little money, you get Silas and the Albatross. Everyone’s happy!”

Marlie, for whom happiness was a foreign concept, nodded. She had a sudden sharp mental image of Anaroo standing with one hoof on the bulwark, her bow drawn, and the red coat billowing around her. I will draw her like that.

“What about the two remaining crew?” asked Percival, now full of unctuous solicitude.

“I’ll want them all,” said Marlie, “although they’ll probably go free after questioning.” She made sure she said it loud enough for them to hear. Keep your mouths shut. Whatever you may think of me, I’ll treat you better than these privateers are likely to treat you.

That goes for you, too, she thought, as Ackleby and Creevy were trussed up for transport.

“Are you planning to let the passengers rot?” demanded Creevy.

“Of course not,” said Marlie. “Is there a master key to their cabins?”

Ackleby raised his drooping head and spat out a mouthful of blood. “False bottom of the dresser,” he rasped. His eyes met Marlie’s, and his lips gave a twitch that might have been a smile.

Gratitude...for keeping him out of the hands of the privateers? Possibly. However, Marlie’s intervention could not be more than the coldest of comforts to Ackleby. She had come aboard his ship under false pretenses, spied upon him with the intent to take his dearest possession, and now revealed a deeply personal secret to his mortal enemies. She could not shake the notion that there was something ominous in his smile as she went with Percival to retrieve the passengers.

Glossy opened the door when they knocked. She had clearly been expecting them and she had her little travel bag in hand. However, there was no joy on her face. She was composed, but ashen, as a marine led her away. Marlie did not like the situation at all. She promised herself that she would make sure Glossy actually reached her destination and did not end up the plaything of a privateer’s crew.

The locked passage to the second cabin proved unexceptional. Marlie identified a felid scent and a definite male musk. The cabin door itself did not open to their knocking or their shouted assurances of rescue. At last, they put the captain’s master key to the lock. Marlie noted, curiously, that this door had an optional lock on the outside. She tried to remember whether Glossy’s cabin had had such a lock. She didn’t think so.

Inside, they found chaos. Two fold-out beds had either been left open when the storm started or had come unlatched. One of the beds was in splinters where it had crashed violently back and forth against the wall during the ship’s gyrations. There was water on the floor, and sodden bedding everywhere, along with the jagged remains of a wash basin.

Marlie and Percival stared around the room. Glossy’s cabin had been in some disarray, but she had clearly done her best to keep everything battened down during the storm and had put things to rights as best she could afterward. The inhabitant of this cabin had made no such effort. The person also seemed to have vanished.

“Halloo!” called Percival, although it wasn’t a big cabin, and they could see everything from the doorway. A large porthole window in the far wall was shut tight, and Percival made his way gingerly across the floor to open it.

Layjen stuck his head in. “This passenger fell overboard during the storm or just before it,” he said without much interest.

Marlie frowned. “Then how was the door locked?”

Percival was looking at the water on the floor. “He probably fell out the window. You said the ship almost broached-to?”

Marlie nodded.

“Well, then this passenger fell out the open window,” said Percival. “That’s why the room is so wet. Afterward, the wind or the ship’s movement slammed the porthole closed again.” He demonstrated with a jerk that closed the window.

Marlie supposed it was possible with a lucky swing. Percival picked his way back across the room. “Sorry, Officer. You can’t save ‘em all. You can join us for dinner, though. We have some excellent Serinese wine.” He continued more seriously. “Also...I can better-care for you and your prisoners on my own ship. We can talk about your plans for the Albatross tomorrow. I gather you’re a little out-of-touch with what’s been happening in the crescent lately?”

Marlie kept her expression neutral and said nothing.

Percival shrugged. “I’ll do my best to get you all headed in the right direction, but at least let my crew examine the airship for storm damage this afternoon. Most of my sailors have been on airships before; they know what they’re doing.”

Marlie decided this was not a battle worth fighting. Besides, she was out-of-touch and needed whatever information and expertise these privateers could offer. “I will accept your hospitality for the evening. Glossy can make her own decision, but I suspect she is most interested in a quiet, comfortable place to sleep. The prisoners are not to be mistreated.” She resisted the urge to ask about the slaves.

Marlie lingered a moment in the cabin after Percival and Layjen had gone. She was a specialist in scent-tracking—her native ocelon abilities honed to a fine pitch. Marlie had known that Ackleby was a leon from the day she met him. The evidence of her nose was not admissible in court, of course. But she had known.

She closed her eyes now and concentrated. She noted complex scents in the cabin. Urine and feces, but that was to be expected. A strong odor of wet feathers from the bedding, wood and pitch and tar... Marlie concentrated.

She opened her eyes and jumped. I might have tried looking first. In the sodden white bedding beneath her, she saw the faint outline of an enormous bloody paw-print. He cut himself on the broken dish. The passenger had to be either a large grishnard or... “Leopon,” muttered Marlie. She could smell it now—tweezing the scent apart from other scents in the room, sifting the fine distinctions between felid species.

Leopons were leopard shelts, and they’d been included in the new slave species laws earlier that year. They had only one large population in the islands—a family of criminals on the troubled, deeply corrupt island of Sern. The family was headed by an aging, but still dangerous patriarch named Culowen Reza—a person with whom Marlie had more experience than she cared to admit. Anaroo’s face leapt unbidden into her mind. Kellard...

Marlie shook her head and focused on the present. She was certain that the Albatross’s missing passenger had been a leopon, and this confirmed her deeper suspicions. You were right, Captain Merriweather. This has Culowen’s pawprints all over it...almost literally. He sent a personal escort. Just as well that person is dead.

Marlie picked her way back across the room and out the cabin door. The short hallway was partially open on her right, letting in sunlight and air. As she moved away, she heard a soft thump. Marlie glanced back. The cabin door was swinging gently. I must have brushed it, she thought, although she knew that she hadn’t.

Marlie’s scalp prickled. Time to get off this unlucky airship. Dinner with the privateers was sounding more and more attractive. At least they can tell me what’s been going on for the last few days.
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Chapter 8. Contraband
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“A faun uprising on Maijha Minor. That’s what we heard, and the unrest has spread to other islands. Might have been a good time to be away from home, eh?” Percival refilled Marlie’s glass. His golden eyes shone in the light of the cabin lamps.

“Of course, Sern has been having troubles all year,” said Layjen. He tapped the decanter. “This might be the last Serinese red you see for a long time.”

“Everyone keeps saying things are getting better,” said Percival, “but they’re not.”

Marlie nodded and pretended to sip her drink, conscious that she should not become too relaxed here. The ship was called Anemone, and she was painted a deep blue-green with gold trim and a bronze squid figurehead, its beak open to the sky, its tentacles curling up the bowsprit and over the prow.

Marlie gathered that the ship Percival had lost in his competition with Ackleby had been an airship, but that had been years ago. Whatever financial troubles the privateers had gotten themselves into had obviously been resolved. The Anemone had a sumptuous dining cabin, with colored-glass oil lamps, a glossy, dark wood table, and lushly padded chairs. The cabin seemed worlds removed from the anxiety and hunger of the last few days. 

“Of course, everyone with a score to settle has seized the opportunity,” said Layjen. “Some of the little holdings with bad blood between them have decided to start scrapping again, now that the kings of the Great Islands have bigger things to worry about. That’s probably what you’re seeing with the lighthouses—islands raiding each other and burning coastal villages.”

“And all because of this.” Percival slid something across the table, and Marlie stiffened. It was a book, hardly larger than her hand, bound in simple leather. Phonetic characters had been stamped onto the cover: The Guild of the Cowry Catchers.

“That’s contraband,” said Marlie.

Percival spread his hands. “I know! We took several crates of them off the last pirate we captured. We’ll turn them in to the Temple Police or a port authority when we get a chance, of course.”

Marlie looked at him narrowly. I doubt that very much. But contraband books were small quarry compared to what she was chasing. “I hear they’re more valuable than sweet leaf right now,” she said with only a trace of sarcasm. Neither of the privateers looked surprised. You’ll sell them the first chance you get.

“Kind of interesting,” murmured Layjen. “We’ve noticed changes in the copies we’ve picked up over the course of the summer. People are adding to them—mostly to the jokes and pictures, but also to the ideas. It’s almost a living thing...”

“Well, unlike a living thing, it’s been difficult to kill,” muttered Marlie. The Maijhan Port Authority had burned copies of that book—both when it was still called The Truth About Wyverns and later when it became The Guild of the Cowry Catchers. She’d read it once, but found nothing earth-shattering. Of course the gods were predatory; didn’t everyone know that?

Apparently not. Revolt against grishnard authority and attacks upon the Temple had followed as the book’s popularity spread outward from Sern. The wyvern gods of Wefrivain might be brutal in their appetites, but they did keep hostilities between islands in check. Now, the forces that held the winds of war at bay were loosening.

Marlie had known all that. But a faun uprising on Maijha Minor was something new. Maijha Minor was practically in her backyard. She wondered how Captain Merriweather was handling it.

“...backlash against the new slave species laws,” Percival was saying. “When Temple Police tried to take the ocelons off their ships, the crews mutinied. The Temple has responded with more aggressive inspections, of course.”

Marlie’s attention heightened as she realized where he was going with this.

“I assume you are technically Captain Merriweather’s...?” began Percival delicately.

“I am technically his slave, yes,” snapped Marlie. And if you ask to see a brand, I swear I’ll dig out every skeleton in your sea chest and make you choke on them.

But Percival sensibly dropped the issue. There was a moment of uncomfortable silence. Marlie picked up the book and leafed through the pages to avoid looking at anyone. She glanced at the crude wood-cut images without really seeing them. Ackleby had never once asked for proof of ownership. He’d not even assigned her a nominal owner aboard the Albatross, although she had assumed he would vouch for her if they were inspected.

Marlie’s head began to ache as Percival launched into further details about piracy in the inner crescent. Did Anaroo know that Ackleby usually releases his slaves at the end of the shipping season? Probably not. I don’t think he tells them. 

Marlie found a suitable place to interrupt, “Thank you for your hospitality. The last few days have been exceedingly taxing, and I must bid you goodnight.”
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Chapter 9. Complications
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Marlie woke from deep sleep in the second watch of the night. She’d been turning her problems over as she drifted, and, somewhere in her dreams, she’d made a decision. I have to destroy the Albatross.

She didn’t want to. She could not explain her reasons to the privateers, and they might kill her if they found out. And then there was her mission itself. The ship was far more valuable to Merriweather in one piece. But we’re a long way from Port Royal. Can I maintain possession of an airship over...what? A red month? More? We’re half the crescent away, and this is storm season, to say nothing of wars, pirates, and local skirmishes.

I don’t know how to sail an airship. I could try to hire a crew on credit, but I’d have to depend on the honesty and goodwill of shelts I know nothing about. More likely, I’d need to find a waterborne ship to tow the Albatross all the way to Maijha. The privateers won’t do it. They’ll dump me and my prisoners in the first available port, and probably try to steal the airship on their way out.

That must not happen.

Marlie rose in the dark and dressed. Moving with feline stealth, she crept out of the passenger’s cabin, down the hall, up a flight of steps, and then cautiously up another flight to peek onto the main deck. She saw a hunti sailor on watch, but he looked relaxed, and presently he paced aft out of sight. 

Marlie examined the situation. A rope ladder from the Albatross was lashed to a bollard on the Anemone’s deck. To her relief, she saw that the Albatross’s cargo cage was also on deck, anchored with nothing more than a couple of crates. The half-formed plan that had been stirring in Marlie’s mind blossomed into detail. 

The cargo cage was designed to drop gently from the airship when weighted. When empty, it rose via a counterweight. Marlie eyed a lantern on the foredeck. Would the cargo cage still rise with only the lantern? Marlie was almost certain that it would. All she needed to do was push those crates off, put the lantern inside, unscrew it, and tip it over. By the time the cage caught fire in earnest, it would be in the belly of the airship just beneath the light-gas bladders.

All ships burned easily with their tar and oil-based paints. Airships were particularly vulnerable to fire, because light-gas was explosive. Unless the marines aboard the Albatross found the fire almost instantly, the ship would be beyond saving in a matter of moments.

As the hunti made another leisurely round of the foredeck, Marlie allowed herself to admire the Scarlet Albatross one last time. She hung above the Anemone in the light of three moons. Her red paintwork looked almost black in the low light, but her gold trim and gilded figurehead gleamed. Like the Anemone, the Albatross had two masts. However, airships required about twice the interior space of an equivalent ocean-going vessel in order to hold an adequate supply of light-gas. The ship’s size was deceptive—a thin shell filled with air bladders and containing only a small amount of space left over for cargo and crew.

The privateers had spread a few more sails to keep the Albatross riding steady at anchor, and the cloud of white canvas contrasted sharply with the red of the hull. The most noticeable part of the ship from this angle, however, was her keel—an enormous sweep of curving wood and gilded metal, ending in a keelhead figure.

The namesake of the Scarlet Albatross spread its polished wings above the Anemone, making the keel look almost like the flukes of a whale. The bird’s neck stretched out to a curling point of beak. The feathers were traced in bronze and gold leaf. Marlie thought privately that it looked more like a peacock than an albatross. Still, it was very beautiful. The ship’s lookout basket hung as though clutched by the bird’s beak. The keelhead looked small from down here, but the one time Marlie had been in the basket, the gilded bird had seemed larger than a griffin.

Marlie had always appreciated beauty, and, for one moment, she wavered. Just do it. As the hunti on watch padded out of sight again, Marlie darted from below decks and slipped across the open space to the deep shadows around the Anemone’s capstan. She crouched there, assessing the lantern, as well as the crates anchoring the cargo cage. She’d decided on the minimal number of movements necessary to accomplish her goal and was poised to spring into action, when a voice at her elbow made her jump with surprise.

“What are you doing?”

Marlie’s head whipped around. A small person was crouching in the shadows beside her. It took her a moment to realize that it was Glossy, dressed in dark clothes and boots, her fluffy tail wound with black ribbon, and a hooded cloak hiding most of her pale hair and skin. Marlie stared at her. 

Glossy had requested dinner in her cabin. Marlie couldn’t blame her for wanting some peace and rest after the last few days. Until that moment, she would have bet her dewclaws that Glossy was in her room fast asleep.

Behind them, the pad, pad, pad of the night watch hunti approached the capstan. Marlie and Glossy froze, looking at each other, hardly breathing. Glossy’s irises were a deep copper-gold, but the pupils had dilated to pools of blackness in the shadows beneath her hood.

When the hunti’s footsteps receded, Marlie hissed, “What are you doing here?”

“I asked you first,” snapped Glossy, her expression taut.

Marlie’s thoughts raced. The truth might work best. “I have to sink the Albatross,” she whispered. “There’s something very dangerous on that ship.”

Glossy’s doll-like face twisted in the moonlight, and now the expression was unmistakably horror. “No. No, you can’t.”

“I think the danger for us is minimal,” said Marlie, a little taken aback by Glossy’s reaction. “The ship isn’t directly overhead; she’ll come down over there—”

“No,” breathed Glossy. “You can’t because...” She stopped, steadied herself. “Please don’t. Or please wait. My son is on that ship.”
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Chapter 10. Reversals
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Marlie blinked. “Your what?”

“My child!” hissed Glossy. “My son. He stowed away in my cabin. I couldn’t afford both fares. Please...”

Marlie passed a hand over her face.

Glossy seemed close to tears. Her words came in a whispered rush. “He’s only eleven. It was my idea for him to hide. I left him on the ship because I thought maybe these privateers were looking for us. I didn’t know whether it was safe. Please...”

Marlie’s tail lashed. “Of course I won’t sink the ship with your kid inside.” She listened for the night watch, but he didn’t seem to be hurrying towards them.

Glossy was breathing quickly, her eyes darting everywhere like a hunted animal. Marlie took a slow breath. “Alright. Here is what we are going to do. We are going to climb that rope ladder. You see it?”

Glossy nodded.

“We are going to board the Albatross and find your son. If we are intercepted, your child will be our excuse for being there.” That’s a better story than mine. “On the way out, we will sink the ship. If we can’t safely set it on fire, we’ll puncture an air bladder. You will help me and cover for me if we get caught. In return, I will do everything in my power to get your son safely off the ship and both of you to your destination. Are we in agreement?”

Glossy’s eyes searched Marlie’s face. Then she nodded. Marlie felt a measure of returning optimism. Maybe this will be better after all. They padded across the deck, quiet as shadows, and began to climb.

The airship was lying as low as safety allowed, but it was still a long climb up a flimsy ladder at a deadly height. Marlie fixed her eyes on the keelhead gleaming in the moonlight and determined not to look down. The ladder would take them all the way up the side of the ship onto the main deck, not conveniently under the air bladders like the cargo cage. Bollocks.

When they were about halfway up, she thought to ask something that had been niggling in the back of her mind. “Glossy, was there much water on the floor of your cabin during the storm?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Did you have the window open?”

“Of course not. The water came in under the door.”

“Ah.” Marlie bristled. She remembered a thump. Just the wind. Ackleby’s smile. Just nerves. She’d almost convinced herself when they finally crawled over the bulwark onto the Albatross’s main deck and stepped on the body of a marine.

*  *  *  *
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LUCIUS CREEVY HAD HAD worse days in his life, but he was sure he could count them on one hand. He was certain that Silas had had worse days, too. Though probably not since I’ve known him.

The Anemone had no proper cells for prisoners, so they’d been tied and placed in an empty storage compartment on the lowest deck. All four panauns had been confined together. Lucius had gotten only a brief glimpse of the room—small and completely empty—before their captors had left them in darkness. 

He’d been so exhausted that he’d fallen asleep almost as soon as they were left alone. Neither his hunger, nor the fresh bruises from where Layjen had kicked him prevented Lucius from dropping into a deep, satisfying slumber.

He woke with a sense that it might be nighttime, although he had no way to confirm this. He heard the soft murmur of voices and recognized Marmot and Lark talking. One of his legs was numb. He shifted and felt the pins and needles of returning blood. His paws were bound painfully tight, and his mouth felt as tacky as fresh tar. He swallowed a few times. “Skipper?” This is no time to stand upon ceremony. “Silas?”

“What?” snapped Silas. His voice sounded hoarse. Lucius wondered whether Percival had had another go at him.

“How did we end up so popular with so many people?”

“How did you sleep so well tied in a ball?” retorted Silas.

“Just my excellent constitution.” Lucius tried to stretch, but his hands and paws were tied together behind him. “What’s the plan?”

“What makes you think I have one?”

“You always have one.”

Silas said nothing for a moment. “I did give them the keys to the passenger cabin.” Lucius could hear the faint note of smugness in his voice.

“I don’t hear any screams yet.”

“I doubt you will. I doubt it’ll keep them from hanging us, either.”

“You’re just tired and bruised. Did he break anything?”

“I don’t think so,” muttered Silas, “but it certainly hurts to move.”

Marmot and Lark had gone silent. Lucius wondered whether they were hoping to get out of their predicament by cooperating with the Maijhan Sea Watch. Not if they’re smart. Never bet against Silas. Percy learned that the hard way.

But Silas was being very quiet. You’ve lost your ship, and that’s taken the wind right out of your sails.

Lucius heard a creak along the passage outside. A soft light glowed from under the door. “Oh, thank the gods! They’re going to feed us!”

The faint illumination revealed Silas, lying on his side and glaring, his red hair sticking up in bloody patches, his color ghastly. “Feed us our own teeth, probably. Shut up and keep your head down.”

Lucius got a glimpse of Marmot and Lark, who appeared to have only their hands tied and were sitting against the far wall. Well, I can’t blame you for wanting to get some leeway on us. We’re having a run of ill luck at the moment, but just you wait.

There was the sound of a chain and a couple of bolts being drawn. Then the door opened. Lucius blinked, momentarily blinded by the lantern. He could tell that the person holding it was a hunti. 

“Gus!” came a furious whisper.

Lucius’s mind cleared and his face stretched into a smile. “Padmay!”

“Shhh!”

Lucius modulated his voice and tried again. “Paddi, it’s good to see you!”

“It is not good to see you,” she spat. “You stupid, stupid...” He thought of Padmay as “she.” He couldn’t help it, even though anyone else would have found the pronoun ridiculous, including Padmay. Her rich, low voice had nothing female about it, but no hunti’s ever did.

“I am doing this once,” she hissed. “Once for old times’ sake, but you have to get out of here and disappear. Do you understand? Vanish. I have a jollyboat in the water alongside and two days’ worth of provisions. You shouldn’t need more than a watch to reach Blackevar. You should be there before sunup. Can you sail by stars alone? Please tell me you can.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Silas staring at him.

“Padmay,” said Lucius, with real affection. “It really is good to see you. Do you have any food on your person, by chance?”

Padmay rolled her eyes. She was slicing through his ropes with her belt knife.

Lucius could see that Silas was trying to square the circle of this exchange, but he’d finally gotten a bearing on one thing. “We’re near Blackevar?”

Padmay turned furious eyes on him. “Yes. Damn you to a god’s belly. It’s about two points to leeward—straight sailing.”

Silas said nothing more as she sliced through his ropes—far more roughly than she had with Lucius. “Easy there, sailor,” said Lucius, “Percy already used him as a punching bag.”

“I’d like to use him as a fishing weight,” retorted Padmay.

Silas sat up, grimacing. He tried to rise, sank back down, and Lucius gave him a hand up. It felt wonderful to move freely.

Padmay appeared to think she was finished, but Silas stabbed a finger at Marmot and Lark. “Them, too.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

Padmay and Silas glared at each other. They were about the same height, but Padmay was stockier and wider in the shoulders. Don’t hit him, thought Lucius, or I will have to do something I will regret. He glanced at the other grishnards. “Hey, Marmot, Lark, do you want to come or not?”

He was not surprised when Marmot stood up, but he was impressed when Lark did so as well—or tried to. He was still lame from where the slaves had kicked him. Padmay threw up her hands. “Alright. Fine. But you’ll run out of food and water faster. Just don’t get lost.” She cut them loose, and they all filed into the hall.

Silas was moving carefully. Lucius knew he was hurt, but there was something else—the way he flicked his ears when he was trying to concentrate on a scent without being obvious. Grishnards had a poor sense of smell, but leons had fairly good noses. They couldn’t match an ocelon or a foxling, but Silas’s nose told him a lot more than Lucius’s. The group had only taken a few steps down the hall when Silas stopped at a door and tried to peer into the barred window. Padmay sputtered. 

“Silas...?” began Lucius.

Silas rounded on him. “We are not going to Blackevar,” he hissed. “I am going with my ship or nowhere. The four of us can’t sail her alone.”

“Ah.” Lucius felt that he should have seen this coming. With regret, he stepped smoothly up to Padmay, wrapped her in his arms, took her knife with a twist, and tossed it to Silas. Padmay snarled and tried to plant her elbow in his gut. She was strong and fierce, but so was Lucius, and he was bigger. “Paddi, dear, I’m going to have to put you in our room. I’m sure they’ll find you shortly.”

“What?!”

“I don’t want you to get into trouble. Say you came to feed us and it went wrong. That’s all.” He kissed her on the top of the head, shoved her gently, but firmly into their former prison, and threw the bolt. Her bellow of rage made the boards vibrate.

Silas slid the chain on the door and then turned to glare at Lucius. “Padmay?! Have you lost both taste and reason?”

Lucius bristled a little. “She’s a sweet creature.”

The door jumped on its hinges, and the sweet creature’s swearing came muted, but audible, from the other side.

“No wonder Layjen is holding such a grudge!” exclaimed Silas.

“Oh, I think it’s Percy—” began Lucius.

“Percy has the attention-span of a mayfly!” snapped Silas. “Layjen has been fanning this grudge, I guarantee it. Padmay is his favorite—” Silas couldn’t seem to decide what noun to use and settled for repeating the word. “Favorite. You think you can refrain from bedding anyone who wants to kill us between here and the upper deck?”

“She got us out!” exclaimed Lucius.

“She’s why we’re here!” Silas turned away, tufted tail lashing. “We’ll talk about this later. Now we need a crew.”

The fauns were in the next room. They had not been much beaten in body, but they certainly looked beaten in spirit. Their clothes had been taken again, and they were tied hand and hoof, curled up on the cold floor. They did not even raise their heads when the door opened. “Anaroo!” hissed Silas. “Do you want to go to Maijha Minor or not?”
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Chapter 11. Crew
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Glossy made a little squeak as she slipped over the side of the airship and stepped on a dead grishnard’s arm. Marlie had seen more than her share of ugly death, and even she took a few deep breaths to steady her nerves. She could feel all her senses heighten, as sometimes happened during a chase with a dangerous criminal. See everything. Smell everything. Hear everything.

The marine’s head was a bloody mess. He was a mountain grishnard—as big as any she’d ever met—and yet something had crushed his skull like a melon. A brief inspection showed no signs of a struggle. Marlie thought he’d been attacked from behind, but she didn’t want to roll him over to be sure. She didn’t want to make that much noise. The ship, riding gently at anchor in the moonlight, was absurdly quiet.

Glossy had pressed herself against the bulwark, round-eyed. Marlie leaned close and whispered, “I think the other passenger was a leopon assassin, probably working for Culowen Reza. He’s loose on the ship. We have to be very careful.”

Glossy shut her eyes, took a couple of deep breaths, and nodded. Marlie was sure she was trying not to think about her son on a dark ship with an assassin—the kind who could kill a large grishnard without raising an alarm.

Marlie gave a jerk of her head towards the port side of the ship, the direction of Glossy’s cabin, and Glossy moved soundlessly across the deck. They found another marine on the portside stairs. This one had tried to put up a fight, but Marlie doubted he’d been able to warn anyone. His head had been crushed as though in a vise. He’d only managed to get his sword halfway out of its scabbard. What in gods’ great sea...

And then Glossy moaned. Marlie raised her eyes. Red moon had come out from behind a cloud and shone clearly through the opening in the right side of the hallway. From their position halfway down the stairs, they could now see the entire passage. Near the far end, Marlie spotted a little white foxling, his plume of a tail luminous in the gloom. He was facing away from them and standing so still that he might have been a statue.

Beyond him... Marlie swallowed. Oh, gods... Too slow, Marlie! Too damned slow. Not a leopon. A leopard.

She was furious with herself for not putting it together sooner. The scent...so like a leopon’s, but gamier, wilder... The huge paw print, the chaos in the passenger’s cabin, the assassin’s ability to hide, Ackleby’s smile... Marlie had seen only one leopard in her life, but she knew what she was looking at. Except...

Surely they’re never so big! Glossy’s son was looking up at the animal’s head, and surely even a juvenile foxling should not have been so small. Marlie felt a moment of vertigo as she tried to make sense of the relative sizes. That thing is as big as a griffin!

Next moment, there was a soft shudder from somewhere deep in the ship. Marlie’s keen ears caught the far off vibrations of running feet, deep in the hold. Glossy’s ears flicked, and Marlie knew that she heard it, too. Neither the foxling nor the leopard had moved.

The running feet were coming nearer. Marlie wondered whether one of the marines had managed to get a warning to the Anemone after all. Then she heard Creevy’s booming voice: “Clothes are in here if you want them! Quick! Quick!”

Oh dear.

Marlie’s eyes shot to the main deck just as the hatch burst open, and Creevy came leaping out, followed by Ackleby, Marmot, the former slaves, and Lark limping at the rear. “Turn loose the anchor chain. I want everything she can bear,” Ackleby was saying. “Stunsails, topgallants, royals, bonnets. Drabblers if you can! Kites!”

“And I want breakfast in bed with that lovely gazumelle girl from The Silver Snake,” called Creevy. “I’m just as likely to get that as you are to get fancy sail work out of this crew.” He was moving quickly around the deck, hauling on some ropes and uncoiling others. Marmot was moving just as fast, and Ackleby had bounded up to the quarterdeck, where he adjusted some levers and began furiously winding a flywheel.

Marlie wanted to bolt, but she thought the hallway below was probably even more unsafe than the deck. One of the fauns tripped over the body of the first marine and another saw Marlie in the same instant.

There was a confusion of exclaiming and pointing. In the midst of it, Anaroo materialized above Marlie like a malevolent spirit, caught her arm, and dragged her up the stairs, all the way onto the deck. Only then did Marlie shoot a glance back over her shoulder. The little foxling had turned, and his mother was running towards him. The leopard had vanished.

“Well, well, well...” Marlie’s head jerked back around. Creevy glared at her. “If it isn’t our officer of the law.”

“I was saving your life,” retorted Marlie.

“You were here to destroy us. You’ll regret that.”

“Not now, Master Creevy,” thundered Ackleby from the quarterdeck. “Get Marlie out of the way, and get my sails up. And give Anaroo a bow.”

Creevy shoved Marlie towards Stubs. “Tie her to the capstan. I want her where I can see her. Skipper, are you sure about that bow?” The fauns had sullen expressions. Marlie was certain that they were cooperating with the Albatross’s crew only because they had no other options. Anaroo’s ears pricked at the mention of a bow. She was watching Creevy and Ackleby with great attention.

The airship gave an upwards lurch. Marlie knew without looking that someone—probably Marmot—had freed the anchor chain and the rope ladder. The group must have come up hand-over-hand in the cargo cage. The Albatross was loose on the wind and rising quickly in the cool night air. 

Stubs took Marlie’s arm and marched her to the capstan. She came willingly, but kept glancing over her shoulder. Is he really going to arm the fauns?

“Of course I’m sure,” said Ackleby to Creevy. “We’ll have griffins on us any moment. Give her a bow.”

Marmot had gone aloft and was unfurling sails. Creevy and Anaroo eyed each other with infinite mistrust. I give her a fifty percent chance of shooting the crew before the griffins, thought Marlie. Obviously, Creevy was thinking the same thing.

Ackleby came down from the quarterdeck. He tripped on the last step and caught himself on the railing. His hand flew compulsively to his midriff, and his already-sallow face went ashen. Marlie remembered the beating Percival had given him yesterday. She wondered whether he was bleeding inside.

Creevy darted forward, but Ackleby was already up. “I need those topgallants, Gus. And royals, please.” 

Marlie’s ears flattened as a griffin shrieked below them.

“I don’t think we should arm people who recently chained us to our own—” began Creevy.

Ackleby had crossed the deck to stand between his first mate and Anaroo. “Either they’re crew or they’re not,” he said.

Anaroo spoke at last, her tone grudging, “The griffins were wearing barding.”

Ackleby smiled at her. “Griffins don’t sleep in barding. I doubt that anyone has had time to put it on them this evening. Besides, if you’d known they were wearing barding yesterday, you would have aimed differently.” 

Anaroo brightened. Lark had emerged from below decks with a long bow and two quivers of arrows. He stood there uncertainly, looking from his captain to the first mate to the tall zed.

“Did you see her shoot?” Ackleby turned away. “By all the gods, give her a bow! And if you won’t help Marmot with my topgallants, I’ll have to do it myself.”

Creevy turned to Anaroo, who was smirking. “Either I’m crew or I’m not,” she said sweetly.

“If you betray us,” he murmured, “I’ll gut you. Give her the bow, Lark, and then show the other fauns which ropes to haul on. Skipper will break his neck if he goes aloft, and we have to get these sails set if we’re going to outrun a pack of griffins.”

At that moment, Marlie spotted one of the griffins to starboard, followed rapidly by another to port, and then one came right over the prow of the ship. It didn’t have a rider and didn’t seem interested in engaging the shelts on deck, but went straight for the sails. Marmot, who was in the ratlines near the mainmast, gave a bellow of alarm. Ackleby had climbed into the netting in spite of his first mate’s objections, and was hit by a descending tackle block as the griffin made a pass through the rigging. It whipped around the mast to tear viciously at the mainsail. Creevy scooped up the sword of the dead grishnard guard and started up the ratlines.

The deck was tilting sharply now as the ship began to heel over before the wind. Anaroo shifted her center of gravity and drew her bow. The crew or the griffin?

The bow thumped. The griffin shrieked and tumbled from the mainmast. It flapped awkwardly about the deck before vanishing over the side in a trail of blood and feathers. Anaroo moved to port and took aim at another.

Ackleby had half fallen, half climbed back to the deck. Creevy was shouting at him to, “Steer the damn ship, please, sir, and stay out of the fucking lines before you break your neck, thank you, Skipper.” Ackleby limped up to the quarterdeck and took the helm. On the main deck, Lark was coordinating the efforts of the fauns with Marmot and Creevy’s work in the upper rigging. The bodies of the two grishnard marines had been tossed overboard. The ship was picking up speed.

Marlie had not realized what a leisurely pace they’d set all summer. Apparently, she’d never really seen the Albatross move. She staggered as the deck sloped ever more steeply. We won’t roll, Marlie reminded herself. Not in calm air. But it was hard to remember.

Marlie counted a dozen griffins keeping pace with them, but they were weaving and diving to keep away from Anaroo’s arrows. They seemed hesitant to approach. Those with riders had dropped back.

Creevy and Marmot were working on the spritsails, and Lark was directing the fauns in setting up sails on the stays as well. Marlie had never seen the Albatross set this much sail. But can she really outrun trained boarding griffins?

“Hang on,” shouted Ackleby from the quarterdeck. “Hard aloft.”

The ship surged upwards. Marlie dropped to her knees, and then the world vanished in gray fog. She raised her head in time to see Ackleby hurrying down from the quarterdeck through the twilight of the cloud. He was making silencing motions with his hands and beckoning Creevy to come talk to him. A moment later, Creevy moved among the fauns, whispering furiously. “We need to change directions to confuse them. You lot don’t know enough for us to tack, so we’re going to wear. It just means that we’re turning with the wind. You haul on the ropes when and where we tell you to. Don’t make any unnecessary noises. Griffins have excellent hearing.”

The maneuver was executed in admirable silence, in spite of the inexperience of the fauns. Turning the capstan required both upper and lower body strength, and the former slaves were, at least, strong.

Every time Creevy passed Marlie, he gave her a suspicious look, as though he thought she might shout or otherwise sabotage their escape. She thought about it, but she was pretty sure this would only get her killed.

Time seemed to stretch out as they sailed in silence amid the gray darkness with only a shaft of moonlight now and then to break the haze. When the sun rose at last, they were flying through shreds of cloud over a calm sea. Ackleby brought them cautiously down to a more moderate height, then sent Marmot aloft and Creevy below to look for pursuit. None was sighted.

A collective sigh went up from the deck. Some of the fauns looked ready to curl up and go to sleep then and there. Ackleby’s pallor looked worse than ever, but he limped down from the quarterdeck and said, “Lark, get everyone something to eat and drink. We’re very low on stores, but give them something. Marmot, make an inspection of the whole ship and let me know the damage. We’ll need to shift the cargo soon to balance the missing dinghy. She’s listing. Oh, and take down that flag of distress we’ve been flying. Gods know we don’t need any more ‘assistance.’” He looked at the fauns. “You did well. I’ll speak to you in a moment. Anaroo, shoot any griffins you see. Please don’t shoot anyone else.”

His face hardened as he turned to Marlie. “And now, I will deal with you. Master Creevy, bring her to my stateroom.”

The mate cleared his throat. “I found something else when I made rounds a watch ago, sir. I didn’t like to bother you when you were concentrating, but I think you’d better see them, too.”

Ackleby massaged his temples. “More spies?”

“I’m not sure,” said Creevy in a guarded voice, “just come and see.”
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Chapter 12. Belvedere
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Ackleby’s stateroom was where he and his officers dined and held meetings. It had its own tiny galley and a table of dark, polished wood that filled the cramped space. Marlie was not surprised to see Glossy and her son sitting there, looking miserable. The boy was a slender, delicate thing, so pretty that he could have been a girl, though he was dressed in sensible linen trousers, shirt, and oilskin jacket. His eyes, fixed straight ahead, were a startlingly pale blue. His pink mouth curled down in a frown. His silver-white hair had a single red streak, running from his left temple into his plait—not strawberry blond like the captain’s hair, but fox-red.

Marlie came in and sat down across from them, aware that she was probably about to bargain for her life. In spite of her inward focus, she couldn’t help a second look at Glossy’s son. There was something vaguely familiar about him. Could I have met this kid somewhere?

Creevy entered, but chose to stand, the better to loom over them. His head brushed the beams of the small room. Ackleby followed...and froze in the doorway. He was staring at the child. “Who—” he began and then, “How—?”

“It’s uncanny, isn’t it?” muttered Creevy.

Glossy raised her head. “I asked my son to hide aboard ship. I didn’t have enough money for both of us.” Her voice shook. “If you’re going to punish someone, let it be me. I’ll do whatever you want to make up for his passage...” The offer was so obvious and so desperate that Marlie lowered her eyes in embarrassment for her.

Ackleby made a soft, conciliatory noise. He shut the door and sat down. “We haven’t exactly held up our end of getting you safely to your destination. I’d say a little forbearance is in order. Master Creevy and I are just surprised because...your son bears a striking resemblance to—”

“We knew his daddy,” interrupted Creevy, with a certainty that Marlie found a little ridiculous.

Glossy didn’t laugh, though. Her hands started to shake, and she thrust them under the table. The boy’s eyes finally lifted, full of sullen frustration. “Well, I didn’t.”

“Belvedere, hush,” whispered his mother. 

“Why? You always—”

“Hush!” growled Glossy.

Ackleby was making that noise again. “Madam, you have nothing to fear from us. Nothing.” His voice was so gentle that even Marlie felt touched.

Belvedere resumed his silence. Outside, Marlie could hear the ruffle of the sails and Marmot calling instructions to one of the fauns—peaceful, routine sounds. Glossy’s ears came forward. The tired lines around her eyes and mouth began to relax.

Finally, Ackleby said, “Were you running from someone?”

“Everyone,” muttered Belvedere.

Glossy shot him a warning look—the kind that Marlie suspected had cowed an eight-year-old, but was less effective on an eleven-year-old. “We have always lived quietly,” she said. “If you know his father, then you know that he was not well-disposed towards those who knew him as a...”

“Ah,” said Ackleby.

“He killed a great many people from his past,” said Glossy. “Not that I blame him. I might have done the same if I’d been Admiral of the Temple Sea Watch.”

Marlie’s ears pricked. “Are we talking about Silveo Lamire?”

“Oh, did you not know him?” asked Belvedere. “Pray, what was that like? I am in such suspense!”

“Belvedere,” said his mother, “shut up.”

That’s why the kid looks familiar. Marlie had never met Silveo, but he was a popular subject for broadsheet artists—the very pretty, very flamboyant, very dangerous admiral of the Temple Sea Watch. He had a reputation for wit and savagery, among other things. After his fall from Temple graces, Silveo had turned pirate...and helped to write the book that was wreaking havoc across the crescent.

Ackleby spoke again, “So you’ve been hiding for...”

“Eleven years,” said Glossy. “He’s eleven.”

“And Silveo has no idea he exists?”

“I doubt it. Although, as Belvedere has gotten older, we’ve had to be more careful.”

“Because every village broadsheet artist simply must paint pictures of him,” muttered Belvedere. “So portrait-worthy, my father.” 

Marlie smiled. Paintings of Silveo had kept her alive one summer.

“We’ve gotten along well enough, living in the outer islands of Maijha,” continued Glossy. “Until Silveo died...”

“And didn’t stay dead like he should have,” said Belvedere.

Glossy hurried on. “When Silveo came back into Wefrivain, along with that disgraced captain of the Temple Police—the two of them sailing around the crescent as pirates, making their own private war on the Temple with that book... Well, then we had problems.

“I think a few people guessed who Belvedere’s father was, and there were plenty of shelts who would have liked to have some leverage on Silveo. I even thought Temple agents might be stalking us.” Glossy shivered. “Or maybe they were just people who thought they could sell us to the Temple for a sack of gold cowries. In the last year, we’ve moved four times, but they keep finding us.”

“That sounds more exciting than it really is,” grumbled Belvedere.

“Last night wasn’t exciting enough?” asked Creevy with a twinkle.

The sarcastic sneer dropped from Belvedere’s face, and he looked suddenly like the child he was. “You have the most amazing ship’s cat!”

Marlie’s head shot up. “Oh, gods! You might want to tell Marmot to be careful. There’s a leopard loose on the ship.”

Ackleby looked at her quizzically. “Though your concern is touching, Officer, we are already acquainted with the animal.”

“It’s not a leopard,” rumbled Creevy with malevolent pleasure. “It’s a jaguar.”

Marlie sat back, speechless. Jaguars and their shelts were extinct in Wefrivain, and they had not lived along the coast of the Lawless Lands in living memory. Tradition had it that they’d fought with grishnards for control of the islands and lost. However, most of their history had been erased several hundred years ago. A jaguar was a near-mythic beast to most of the inhabitants of Wefrivain—as strange as a living hydra or a telshee.

Creevy was chuckling. “Ship’s cat... I like that.” Most ship’s cats were ocelots, who hunted mice and rats. “He killed two grishnard marines and I found a dead griffin in the hold. Now that’s what I call pest control.”

Ackleby turned back to Glossy. “So you were leaving Maijha?” 

“Yes. We’ve lived in Maijha or its holdings all of Belvedere’s life, and I thought perhaps if we got clean away to another Great Island, we might leave behind anyone who knew us. I was told that all the airships had been moored for the season, but then I saw yours and I thought... It was a quick decision, probably stupid. But strangers kept tracking us, and I wanted to go where they couldn’t follow.” She looked down at her hands. “The fare is expensive. I couldn’t afford two.”

“Do you actually know anyone in Seashine?” asked Ackleby. Marlie gathered that this had been Glossy’s intended destination.

Glossy shook her head. “But I can find work. I am a healer—a midwife.”

There was a moment of silence while Ackleby considered. Finally, he said, “I can’t promise you Seashine now. We’re far off course, and I would be frankly grateful for any suitable port in which to winter.”

Glossy spread her hands on the table. “It doesn’t have to be Seashine. An out-of-the-way place might be better—anywhere with a population of non-grishnards large enough for me to find work.”

Ackleby smiled. “That I think I can do.”

“Thank you,” said Glossy. Her words followed in a rush. “Thank you so much. Please let me know if I can help aboard ship in any way. I know you’re short-handed. I am not a general healer, but I do know some general things. If I may say so, you look very pale, sir. Were you much hurt by the pirates?”

“It’s nothing that rest won’t cure,” said Ackleby. “If you and your son will step outside, I’ll be on deck to speak to everyone in a moment.”

As the door swung behind them, Anaroo slipped in. Creevy frowned at her. “You were told to stay on deck.”

“The panauns whisper behind closed doors while the fauns work outside? I don’t think so.”

Creevy opened his mouth again, but Ackleby held up his hand. “Let her sit in.” His dark eyes fixed on Anaroo. “Sit in.”

Marlie thought Anaroo was going to argue out of sheer contrariness, but her better judgment prevailed, and she sat down—stiff and very straight. “You, too, Gus,” said Ackleby, who’d apparently decided to adopt an informal style for Marlie’s interrogation. 

Marlie wasn’t sure what to make of this. She was annoyed to feel herself bristle. Focus. They want something or you’d already be dead.

Ackleby steepled his hands and looked at her. “Were you really here for me?”

“No. We’re not so petty in Port Royal. I was here for your cargo.”

“Glossy said you were trying to sink the ship,” said Creevy coldly.

“I was,” said Marlie. “You’re carrying something very dangerous—something that could get a lot of people killed.” Creevy looked blank, Ackleby puzzled. Marlie felt a surge of hope. They don’t know.

“You’re talking about the jaguar?” ventured Ackleby. 

“No,” said Marlie. Although that certainly wants explaining. “I’m pretty sure that it’s an object, a weapon. Something for Culowen Reza. You are smuggling for him; I know that. We’ve been monitoring you for years. You’re very good.”

Ackleby’s face was a careful blank.

“If you’re trying to convince us not to chuck you over the side, you’re doing a poor job,” said Creevy.

Marlie took a deep breath. “This spring, just after the leopons seized Slag Harbor and began to take over Sern, we got reports of something coming out of the Inland Sea—something secret and dangerous.” Marlie watched their faces. The Inland Sea was half a world away, or at least that’s how it seemed to most inhabitants of Wefrivain—none of their concern.

“At first, we didn’t attach much importance to it, but we did try to get more information. This thing, whatever it was, left a trail of bodies in its wake. It made its way slowly all the way through the free cities of the Lawless Lands, and everyone associated with it seemed to meet an untimely end. Two seasons later, we still had no idea what it was, but we knew it was poised to cross boundary waters into the crescent. We also knew that it was headed for Sern. I believe that it was purchased by Culowen Reza and is intended to even the odds against grishnards in his bid to make himself the recognized king of Sern.”

There was a moment of incredulous silence. “And you think we’re carrying this...thing,” said Ackleby, “in our cargo?”

“I do.”

Another pause while he considered this. Ackleby’s next words caught her completely off-guard. “Who is Mathias Kellard to you?”

Marlie’s eyes darted to Anaroo, who had a faint, but satisfied smirk. Damn you. “My father.”

Creevy whistled. “That’s an odd coincidence.”

Marlie looked at her hands. “Not really. I left Sern when I was fourteen. I was hired by the Maijhan Port Authority two years later.” She met Ackleby’s gaze. “I am good at finding things.” After a moment, Marlie continued. “My father is a healer. I can do that, too.”

Creevy snorted. “‘Healer’ isn’t what most people call him.”

Marlie said nothing.

“When Silveo sailed with us, he wasn’t much older than Belvedere,” continued Creevy, “and he was working for Culowen, too.”

Ackleby shot Creevy a look that silenced him. To Marlie, he said, “You have created a problem for us. Percival and Layjen will report me. Unless they encounter some very ill luck, I will have to face these charges you’ve presented, even if you and Merriweather choose not to pursue the case.”

This is why I’m still alive. “You want me to misrepresent the physical inspection.” Inspection papers from the Sea Watch of Port Royal would be all but unassailable.

“How badly do you want this cargo?” asked Ackleby.

Marlie considered. I have a file on you as thick as your head, and you want me to give up the easiest route to taking you out of the sky. Still... Merriweather would say yes. “I’ll sign your physical inspection papers if you hand over your cargo.”

She thought she saw Ackleby let out his breath. “Done.” 
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Chapter 13. A Plan
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Creevy drummed his fingers. “So that only leaves explaining to Culowen Reza why we gave his goods to the Maijhan Port Authority.”

“I told his agent this was a terrible time of year for sailing,” said Ackleby. “Here is the story I propose: our cargo—or at least some portion of it—slid into the sea when we nearly broached-to during the storm. We turned back, limping and severely under complement. We stopped en route to pick up some additional crew. That’s where we’ll leave Glossy and Belvedere. We returned to Maijha the long way because we had reason to believe the Maijhan Sea Watch were suspicious of our late-season run towards waters near Sern. We’ll drop Anaroo on Maijha Minor and any fauns who want to go with her. We’ll unload our cargo somewhere out-of-the-way, let Merriweather take what he wants, and then winter back on...” He seemed to think better of telling Marlie their final destination. “Well, we’ll winter somewhere.”

“Culowen won’t like that,” said Creevy. He thought for a moment. “But he’ll forgive you.”

“It’s better than being hauled before a court and branded,” muttered Ackleby.

Or being hanged or losing your ship, thought Marlie. Aloud, she said, “What do you think you’re carrying? Can I have a look at it?”

Ackleby hesitated, and the uncertainty returned to his eyes. 

“If the weapon isn’t here, I’ll still keep my promise,” said Marlie. But it’s here. I’m certain of that.

He inclined his head. “Officially, we are carrying legally harvested jungle pegasus pelts from Maijha.”

“Unofficially,” said Creevy, “we’re carrying sulfur, charcoal, and saltpeter for Culowen’s new ship yards.”

Marlie frowned. These chemicals were used in a variety of industries, from tanning to ship-building. Smuggling them would save tariffs and other expenses, but hardly seemed like the sort of thing that would prompt someone to risk a valuable airship late in the season. “And....”

Creevy grinned. “And the cat. I understood he was the reason we were in such a hurry. I figured he was an assassin...or maybe a guard purchased from the Lawless Lands.”

“Let us not speculate upon our passengers,” said Ackleby sharply. “We are also carrying books.”

“Banned books,” agreed Creevy, “and I think one of those new printing presses. But we’ve been carrying piles of books all season. If that’s the weapon, you’re much too late.”

Marlie licked her lips. “Banned books come out of Sern. Didn’t you wonder why you’re taking them in?”

Ackleby shrugged. “I do not speculate upon cargo or passengers. We will have to shift the cargo soon, what with the port-side dinghy missing. You could open some of the crates, but be careful. I assume you’ve already learned everything you can with your nose.”

Marlie almost said, I assume you have, as well, but held her tongue. Ackleby was dealing fairly with her. He obviously found his leon identity a great burden. No need to rub his nose in it...literally. “Of course.” She’d been over the lashed crates several times. All she could smell was tanning chemicals, which made sense.

Creevy grinned. “Does this mean we have a working relationship with the Maijhan Port Authority?”

Marlie rolled her eyes. “If I see you moored in our airship bay, you will be inspected.”

“Aw, I don’t remember the last time we were in Port Royal...officially,” said Creevy.

Yes, smugglers prefer the outer islands; I am aware.

“I need to speak to the fauns,” said Ackleby. “Anaroo, does everything we’ve said make sense to you?”

Anaroo still looked suspicious, but she nodded. “We’re going to Maijha Minor?”

“Yes. We’ll drop you off on the backside of the island.” Ackleby stood up, grimaced, and had to grip the table for support.

“Captain,” said Marlie, “if there’s one area of medical work where I have great expertise, it’s beatings. You need to drink two large mugs of broth, one of water, and lie down. Glossy was right. You look dead pale.” And clammy. If you’re not bleeding inside now, you were for a while.

“Your concern is noted,” said Ackleby. “Master Creevy, please assemble our crew. I need a word with them.”

*  *  *  *
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“I KNOW WE’RE ALL IN an awkward place,” began Ackleby. He had chosen to address the little assembly from the main deck, rather than the god-like height of the quarterdeck. He was speaking quietly. Marlie wasn’t sure he was capable of speaking loudly at this point. The freckles on his face and arms stood out like leopard spots against his pale skin. Creevy stood behind him, arms crossed. Marlie, Glossy, and Belvedere had come, too. The jaguar seemed to be the only passenger absent. 

“You all behaved admirably while we were being pursued,” continued Ackleby, “and I thank you for that. I normally free my slaves in the Lawless Lands at the end of each shipping season. There’s a big farm north of Zorn where I turn them loose, and the farmer pays me a little to do it. Most of them end up working there. It’s hard work, and the pay is low, but meals and lodging are included, and most of the fauns save enough to leave and start a better life in a year or two. I have no affiliation with the Resistance, and I don’t claim to be the most merciful captain in the crescent. But all airships have to decide what to do with slaves at the end of the shipping season since we don’t sail in winter. This is what I do.”

A ripple of murmuring passed through the fauns. Anaroo’s eyes narrowed. 

Ackleby let them whisper for a moment. Finally, he continued. “If all had gone as planned, you would be nearly to the Lawless Lands by now. Instead, we’re in the middle of the crescent, and it seems that I will have to turn back towards Maijha. As you know, Anaroo wants to go to Maijha Minor, and I intend to set her down there. However, it’s a difficult place for fauns who don’t know the island, and I am not under the impression that the rest of you do...” He let the sentence hang, watching them.

After a moment, Needles muttered. “I was a tailor at a big workhouse on Mance. Then my eyes started going, and I couldn’t see the fiddly bits...”

One-by-one, the sad little stories trickled out. Stubs had carried sedan chairs on Lecklock. Hawthorn had been a field hand on Mance. Saddest of all was the quiet, blue-feathered faun, whose name Marlie still didn’t know. “I was raised for my feathers,” he whispered. “They’re very pretty. Or they were. I didn’t handle the stress well in the cages, my master said. I kept going bald... I was lucky to be sold instead of being eaten. I was just big enough to be worth the sale, they said.” After a moment, he added, “My handlers called me Cobalt. They called us all Cobalt.”

Only Anaroo volunteered no further information. She listened with a neutral expression to the others’ stories. They’re not warriors, thought Marlie. They never lived free, but she did. She feels sorry for them, but she also feels contempt.

Ackleby listened patiently. His eyes flicked to Anaroo’s once as though to say, “You can’t expect me to drop this lot on Maijha Minor.”

“So,” he continued at last, “we have a problem. Some places in Wefrivain will allow me to call you crew. Others won’t. The slave species laws have gotten trickier in the last year.”

Creevy piped up behind him. “What the Captain is trying to say is that, if we’re inspected, you might have to get back on the capstan for your own protection.”

This met with instant expressions of alarm, and a thunderous scowl from Anaroo.

Ackleby held up his hands. “We’ll cross that wind if we must. Right now, I want you to think about what you want. I can drop you on an out-of-the-way island if I can get some more deckhands. Some islands in Wefrivain have small populations of free fauns living secretly. Or you might be able to join a Resistance ship. You might be able to find passage to the Lawless Lands or to Sern, where the Temple has no power.”

The fauns looked uncertain. “Think about it.” Ackleby sighed. “Also...I know you don’t want to hear this, but I need the springs wound. I’ll help—”

Creevy leaned over and whispered furiously in his ear. Marlie caught, “No fucking way, begging your pardon, sir. Go lie down in your damn bed, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Ackleby frowned and muttered something to Creevy. Then he limped up the stairs to the quarterdeck and disappeared into his cabin. 

Creevy turned back to the crew. “Marmot, get Skipper some broth and water and fill his bath basin. In fact, fill the crew’s bathing tubs as well. We all stink, and if there’s one thing we will not be short of at this time of year, it’s water. The rain-catchers are brimming. After that, show Officer Marlie here the cargo. I’ll be down presently to help restow it. Lark, mind the helm, and start showing Cobalt how to knot and splice. Stubs, Hawthorn, Anaroo, and I are going to wind the springs.” It made sense. They were the biggest in the group. Creevy looked at Anaroo as though daring her to challenge him.

Anaroo looked like she’d swallowed something bitter, but she didn’t say anything. Creevy started rolling up his shirtsleeves and moved towards the capstan. Slowly, the three fauns followed.
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Chapter 14. Ship’s Cat
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For such a large vessel, the available storage space aboard an airship seemed absurdly small. However, the pile of crates still towered over Marlie. Creevy and Marmot were hard at work rearranging them. They didn’t say anything as she walked among the crates, sniffing and trying to concentrate. 

Sawdust and straw had been spread thick on the floor to cushion the crates, and tarps had been lashed over them to protect the cargo from damp. The floor itself was heavily reinforced wood with the massive keel beneath. The giant springs were also housed within the keel. The walls, by contrast, were so thin that direct sunlight shone through them. Sunlight also shone through the scuppers at the base of the walls—a necessary feature to prevent rainwater from accumulating in the hold.

Marlie closed her eyes and concentrated. Sulfur. A damnable chemical that masks everything else. Marlie wondered if that was why it had been included. 

The acidic odor of the tanneries. That would be the pelts and the charcoal. 

Ink. That would be the books. 

Metal. That would be the printing press. 

And the saltpeter won’t have a scent.

Marlie shook her head. She couldn’t identify anything that shouldn’t be here.

“I’ll have to open one of them,” she said aloud.

“There’s a crowbar on the wall—” began Creevy, and then broke off with a yell. At the same time, Marlie heard a rumbling growl. She hurried around the side of the crates to find Creevy and Marmot backing away from the jaguar.

Marlie bristled to her tail tip. The beast had spots like a leopard, but leopards stood only to the waist of most grishnards. The jaguar was as big as a lowland griffin. Marlie had seen pictures of tigers from Middle Panamindorah, and this cat couldn’t be much smaller. It looked terrifying with its ears flattened and its lips peeled back in a snarl.

“Theseus,” said Creevy, “I bet you’re hungry. Shall we get you something to eat?”

The jaguar’s growl escalated. Its yellow eyes darted between them.

“It talks?” asked Marlie doubtfully.

“He talks,” said Creevy. “Sometimes. A little.”

“But you’ve had him locked in his room the whole trip,” she observed.

“Oh, we just didn’t want him to startle anyone. We fed him. He was always civil.”

Theseus didn’t look civil now. He looked like a wild animal.

“I don’t think he’s hungry,” said Marlie. “Look back there in his nest.” Just visible around the corner of a crate, she’d spied the bloody forearm of one of the Anemone’s marines.

“Ah,” said Creevy. “Well, I wondered where that arm had got to. I noticed it was missing when I chucked the bodies over the side. A leg, too, actually.”

Marlie rolled her eyes. “You are really lucky he hasn’t killed any of our people. We should get Anaroo to—” She glanced at the jaguar and did not finish the sentence aloud. Shoot him.

Creevy shook his head. “It’s one thing to lose Culowen’s cargo. It’s another to... No, I think we can reason with him. It’s just been a hard few days. His native language isn’t what we speak in the crescent, so he struggles a bit with communicating, but he’ll come around.”

Marmot had been keeping sensibly quiet. Now he said, “And while he’s coming around, sir, what do you want to do about the crates?”

Creevy let out a long breath. “We might just need to leave them for now. Weather’s calm. Nothing in there is fragile, and we’ve shifted them enough to help compensate for the dinghy. I’d like to lash them down better and rearrange the tarp, but...” He looked at the still-growling jaguar. “I think we can leave them until tomorrow.”

“I still need to open one,” said Marlie.

Creevy gestured towards the crowbar hanging on the wall behind Theseus. “Have at it.”

Marlie let out an exasperated breath.

“It’ll all still be here in the morning,” said Creevy. “Let’s just let him settle down. Theseus, you enjoy that arm, I’ll get you some fresh water, and we’ll try this again after we’ve all had a night’s sleep.”

“I cannot believe you are just going to leave him to prowl the ship,” grumbled Marlie.

Creevy didn’t respond until they’d climbed to the deck above. “Go on and get some sleep, Marmot,” he said. “Relieve Lark at the next watch.”

When Marmot had gone, Creevy turned to look down at Marlie, his face taking on an uncharacteristic harshness. “Skipper is being generous with you,” he hissed. “Very generous. But your prating about his...his species to the likes of Layjen and Percy—that was low. Did I mention how much I hate spies and traitors?”

Marlie felt like bristling, but she knew she couldn’t afford bad blood with Creevy. There was still a lot of water between here and Maijha. “You’re his friend,” she said quietly, “and you don’t like to see him hurt. I think better of you for that, Lucius. I am trying to be generous, too.”

That deflated him a little. After a moment, he muttered, “I know Silas is playing off this loss like it’s nothing, but you don’t just lose cargo intended for Culowen Reza. He’ll forgive Silas because Silas can do things other captains can’t, and Culowen values him. But we can’t come back empty-handed. We have to leave Culowen something, or he will suspect we’ve turned on him. If you shoot that jaguar, you might as well shoot us.”

Marlie nodded. “I understand. I won’t suggest it to Anaroo.”
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Chapter 15. Poppy
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Anaroo woke tasting honey wine, smelling the jungle after rain, and feeling the solid weight of a pair of lenses that someone had asked her to hold. She opened her eyes, and nothing made sense. She held up her hands before her face, and they were not chained, but they also did not seem like her hands. 

In a panic, she searched for the thing she was supposed to remember, the mantra she’d chanted to herself day after day. I am Anaroo of Kwarla-conch and the Defiance. I will destroy those who chained me. I will return to Maijha Minor. I will find my way home. Slowly, the order of recent events returned. The patchwork of her memory resolved a little, and she knew where she was.

She sat up in her hammock, feeling every ache and bruise but also the unfamiliar languor of having slept well. It was early evening, coming on to full dark, and she was alone in the crew’s quarters beneath the forecastle of the Scarlet Albatross. 

She realized why her hands had not seemed like her own. They were clean. She was really clean for the first time in...she couldn’t remember how long. The white stripes on her fur and skin actually looked white, and the black stripes were almost glossy. The gash in her left forearm from the fight during the storm had crusted over, and she thought it was well enough to remove the half-destroyed bandage.

There was a water skin on the floor beside her bed, along with her bow. Anaroo drank slowly. She was wearing a long, yellow sealskin coat from some dead sailor’s locker. She felt disinclined to take it off, as the evening had grown chilly. She could hear calls on the deck overhead and surmised that the grishnard sailors were teaching the fauns how to work the ship. But I have sailed before. Do they know that? Is that why they didn’t wake me? 

Anaroo could already feel her hold on the other fauns slipping. A grishnard says a kind word to them, and they fall at his feet. These fauns had been bred to slavery. They wanted to improve their lot, but they also desperately wanted someone to tell them what to do. The moment Ackleby showed even modest goodwill, they rushed gratefully back to the shelter of his authority. 

Anaroo ground her teeth. Did he invent all that stuff about setting us free at the end of the shipping season? It seemed too convenient...yet it also aligned with things he’d said in the cabin to the other panauns. Lies, truth, or half-truth? Anaroo couldn’t tell. Doesn’t matter. These fauns believe him.

There was a small, stupid part of her own mind that wanted to believe him, too. It was that part of her that said, “I am Anaroo of the Defiance.” But the part of her that said, “I am Anaroo of Kwarla-conch” was already making other plans.

It would be so easy to clap us in irons the moment the ship reaches a port where Ackleby can get a grishnard crew. Even if that’s not what he’s planning, it may fall out that way if we’re inspected.

Anaroo glanced at her bow and quiver again. At least they haven’t taken those, although I should probably hide a second weapon somewhere. Knife? I’d need to put on clothes. She knew she was being contrary about the clothes, but nakedness set the grishnards off-balance. It made them nervous, and she liked that. 

What to do? Anaroo thought, not for the first time, that her determination to reach Maijha Minor aboard the Albatross might be short-sighted...though it was so tantalizing. Airships travel faster than anything else. The prospect of reaching home before mid-winter filled her with painful longing.

But I’m at Ackleby’s mercy aboard this ship, chained or not. The only way to take my fortunes back into my own hands is to leave. 

Anaroo knew that Ackleby sometimes anchored at night over uninhabited numeraries. I could live on fish and seaweed until I found my way home. It was a more daunting prospect than sailing aboard the airship, but it also seemed more certain.

And if he doesn’t anchor over an island? Anaroo frowned. I could steal the other dinghy. She had only modest experience with small craft in the open sea, but she thought she could at least run before the wind until she sighted land. This area was thick with small islands, and Anaroo was a strong swimmer. 

If we pass near an island, I could even drop down on a rope until I was low enough to leap into the water. She wasn’t sure about the logistics of this, but it seemed possible. I need to find out.

The lowest point of the ship was her keel, and the keel had a look-out basket. With the ship so short-handed, Anaroo doubted anyone would be in that basket. Last she’d seen, the foxling child had been on watch, and he’d been in the maintop. 

Anaroo thought she knew where the trapdoor that led to the keelhead basket must be located. She also knew that the final climb would be precarious. She glanced regretfully at her bow and then turned and walked quietly out of the crew’s quarters, down the stairs that led to the hold.

*  *  *  *
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SILAS WAS SORRY TO have missed the sunset. Sleeping the day away like a fat merchant. But he did feel a little less like death-on-a-biscuit. The sky was still glowing around the rim of the horizon when he reached his favorite spot in the keelhead basket. The whole ship hung above him and the sea stretched below. This is as close to flying as any wingless creature can get.

Well, almost. The experience could be enhanced. Silas found the flint in its little pouch inside the railing and lit the basket’s stern lantern. He fished in the long pant leg pocket of his trousers for his pipe. It was as big as a flute—a beautiful, curving thing of polished wood and metal. He’d already mashed the sticky gum into the bulbous chamber and shut the lid. He held the pipe over the lantern’s flame and waited until a tendril of smoke curled from the end.

Silas shut his mouth around the stem and inhaled deeply. The effects were gentler than the refined drugs the leopons liked to hand out in their gambling dens on Sern. The twilight had almost completely faded by the time Silas felt the warmth and peace begin to glow in his chest. The pain in his back and belly receded. Ordinarily, the experience was accompanied by a humming stream of ideas for his ship, his business, and his life—vivid dreams without the least fear of failure, discovery, or death. Tonight, though, the euphoric stream was absent. He felt the warmth, a slight ease in anxiety, but no more. Well, I did almost lose my ship.

Silas heard Anaroo approaching long before he saw her. The final descent to the basket required a brief climb over steps and hand-holds, along the carved bird’s back. Anaroo’s hooves grappled on the brass steps and made a ringing sound. Her yellow coat billowed in the wind.

Silas saw her, but he turned back to the stern of the basket after only a glance. If you’re going to skin me, now’s a good time. At least it won’t hurt much.

He expected her to drop down into the basket beside him. It was large enough to hold three comfortably, seven uncomfortably. However, she did not. After a moment, he looked up to see her perched in the curve of the albatross’s beak directly above him, her striped, tufted tail dangling over the side. She wasn’t the first person to think of stretching out there, and the curve of beak had been worn into a comfortable, smooth indentation. Silas had reprimanded numerous watchshelts for doing the same thing.

“If we hit a windshear, you’ll bounce right off,” he commented.

Anaroo said nothing.

Silas smoked his pipe and watched the stars come out.

He’d almost forgotten about her, when she said, “It’s awfully convenient—that bit about the farm in the Lawless Lands.”

“It is, isn’t it?” His mind wandered, and he’d forgotten her entirely when she spoke again.

“What are you smoking? That’s not sweet leaf.”

Against his better judgment, and because he was finally starting to feel less miserable, Silas handed the pipe up to her. After a moment, he heard her cough. “Poppy.” She coughed again. “Unrefined poppy.”

He looked up, and she handed it back to him. The bowl was almost empty. Silas considered. He’d had a hard day. A hard yellow month. He refilled it.

Another long pause. “Is it true about the farm?” asked Anaroo.

“Yes,” said Silas, feeling friendly and weightless.

“Why didn’t you tell us earlier?”

“I used to tell them...years ago...but then one of the slaves babbled about it to the crew. The slave was just excited, because we were near the end of the season. He was looking forward to his freedom. But the sailor tried to blackmail me, said I was working for the Resistance. I paid him off and never told the slaves again until they were leaving the ship.” 

Silas took another luxurious drag on his pipe. “Thing about airships—we don’t have the most loyal crews because we don’t sail all season. Most of our people pick up work elsewhere in winter, and some of them never come back or they get shuffled off to other ships the following spring. You don’t end up with the kind of trust and loyalty you get on a waterborne ship, where the crew stay with the same captain for years and years. Even a grishnard captain would worry about rumors that he had Resistance sympathies, and I... Well, I really can’t afford to attract attention.” 

Silas decided that he was rambling and stopped. He passed the pipe up to Anaroo again. He thought for a moment she wouldn’t take it, and then he felt the gentle tug as she lifted it out of his hand.

After a moment, she said, “Why don’t you dye your hair? Or bleach it?”

Silas laughed. “And my eyebrows? And my eyelashes? It wouldn’t fool a close inspection. Better just to own it. Some lowland grishnards have hair almost this color.”

She passed the pipe back down. “I knew a shavier faun who could pass himself off as a grishnard. Blue hair and all. He dyed it and he had special boots.” Silas could tell that the poppy was having an effect. She hardly sounded hostile at all, only a little bewildered. Her voice dropped to a murmur. “I can’t hide what I am.”

“You could put on clothes,” suggested Silas.

Anaroo’s voice turned to ice. “I have been on your ship naked all summer, and nobody seemed concerned. Why does it trouble you now?”

Silas had to concede the point. “They said when we bought you that you didn’t talk...or that you only babbled nonsense.” He was dimly aware that he might be sailing too close to the wind, but the poppy kept speaking. “It seemed to be true. What happened?”

Anaroo was silent for a long moment. Silas turned to peer up at her in the starlight. From this angle, he could see only a square of striped cheekbone and one lanky hoof dangling beside her tail. He couldn’t tell whether he’d made her angry. At last, she said, “It’s in pieces.”

“Beatings?”

“I don’t think so.” Anaroo sounded hesitant, as though she were reading the words off the inside of her own head. “I was captured off a pirate ship...by the Temple Sea Watch. I was interrogated by the High Priestess and her...assistants. After that...it’s like looking into shattered glass. For a long time, I couldn’t even remember my own name. Then things started to come back, but the wrong order, upside down... It wasn’t until this summer that I got most of the part before the interrogation straightened out. The part after, though...that’s still confusing.” She stopped. Silas thought she was embarrassed, mortified even, to have said so much.

“Well, I’m glad you remembered how to shoot,” he said easily. “Because by all the gods and little fishes, you are astonishing with a bow.” She didn’t say anything. After a moment, he continued. “Why are you so determined to reach Maijha Minor? It sounds like you weren’t even captured from there.”

“It’s my home,” said Anaroo quickly. “I was only sailing with the pirate ship as a favor to her owner. He was a friend.”

The timbre of her voice changed, and Silas cocked his head. He waited.

She continued in a barely audible mumble, “He was trying to kill the Admiral of the Temple Sea Watch and the Captain of Temple Police. He lured them to an isolated numerary and set a trap. It didn’t work. They survived, and some of us were captured.”

Silas was feeling a little nauseated, and that surprised him. Poppy hadn’t made him nauseated in years. He tried to concentrate on what Anaroo was saying. His mind had made a connection, but it was slow and fuzzy. “Do you know what year that was?”

Anaroo hesitated. “No.”

“Your pirate ship, then. Do you remember her name? The name of your friend who owned her?”

Anaroo said nothing. Silas realized that she was being circumspect to protect them. “Because if it was the Defiance...if the person you’re talking about was Gwain Maijha...well, he and that ship have made quite a name for themselves since you left.”

Anaroo sat up straight. “They’re alive?” The words darted out, and she leaned over the edge to look at him. Her blue eye gleamed in the starlight.

“As far as I know,” said Silas. “Gwain and his pirates wrote a book disparaging the Temple, and it has been tearing through the crescent. It’s what we’ve been smuggling most of the last year.” He shook his head. “Excuse me a moment.” And he vomited over the side.

Silas wiped his mouth on his sleeve, turned, and slithered down to sit on the floor of the basket. His head was swimming. He could feel the euphoria now, but it was set against an unpleasant background of nausea and dizziness.

There was a thump and the basket shook as Anaroo dropped down in front of him. “If you were hoping to chuck me over the side, this is a good time,” said Silas.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” snapped Anaroo. “Who would sail the ship?” She stood looking down at him. “Do you usually smoke this much poppy?”

“Sometimes. Not often.”

She thought for a moment. “How badly did they beat you?”

“Oh, pissing buckets of blood,” said Silas cheerfully, “but I’ll be alright.”

Anaroo swore. “Does Creevy know you’re out here?”

“Gus? Of course not. He’s teaching the fauns to tack. Did you see how they got it right this last time? They missed stays the first time and did a very sloppy job on the second, but that third time was pretty good.”

Anaroo scowled and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You are drunk on poppy.”

“So’re you.”

“Yes, but I’m standing.”

“I’ll be fine.” He patted the boards beside him. “Have a seat. I’ll tell you about your friends.”

He could tell that she wanted to, but she wavered. Because she doesn’t feel quite that friendly? Or because I look like I’m about to pass out?

“Capt—” The honorific stuck in her throat. “Ackleby—”

“Silas,” said Silas.

“You should go back to your cabin before you are too sick and dizzy to make the climb safely. I do not want to be accused of tossing you off.”

“Oh, Gus will have no difficulty believing that I tossed myself off.” Even in his muzzy state, Silas wished immediately that he hadn’t said it.

Anaroo chose to pretend she hadn’t heard. 

“I could make that climb in my dreams,” said Silas.

“That’s pretty much what you’ve been doing if you’ve been coming down here to smoke poppy,” retorted Anaroo. She held out a hand and dragged him to his feet.

The annoying dizziness washed over him anew. Silas forced himself not to grab at Anaroo’s shoulder—was there anywhere you could touch a naked woman without seeming rude?—and started out of the basket. The climb was so familiar that he really could have done it in his sleep—had done it practically in his sleep many times before. Anaroo must surely be having more difficulty in this dark and unfamiliar place, but whenever he glanced behind him, she was making her way well enough.

The narrow stairs inside the keel were ink black. Silas had to stop several times to catch his breath. This was not normal, and it irritated him. When he reached the hatch to his own cabin, he hesitated. Oh, well; she’s bound to figure this out soon enough. 

He stopped, opened the trap door in the ceiling, and felt the rope ladder tumble down. “Here’s my port.”

Anaroo’s voice floated up from the darkness behind him. “Your cabin communicates directly with these stairs?”

“Yep. That’s why those waterborne ships took notice of us. We’d hung out a flag of distress from the keelhead basket.”

Anaroo snorted.

“So you’ve got another option next time you need to lay siege to my cabin.”

“Are you going to stand here chatting until you collapse?”

Silas started up the rope ladder. He felt ridiculously weak. He struggled for a moment on the lip of the trap door, missed his handhold, and then Anaroo caught him and pushed him the rest of the way through. “Well, that was embarrassing.”

Anaroo actually laughed—a ragged, unexpected sound.

“I don’t usually make such a clumsy drunk,” said Silas. “I apologize.”

“You’ve lost a lot of blood,” she said. “Go to bed, Silas.”
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Chapter 16. Theseus
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In the hold of the Scarlet Albatross, the jaguar Theseus stared at the side of a crate and tried to decide how badly he had botched his mission. It had all been going so well until a few days ago. Then the storm... 

Theseus had lost track of time as the ship rolled and pitched in a twilit world of driving rain and howling wind. No one had brought him food for what seemed like days...not that he could have kept it down. He had believed things could get no worse, when the ship plunged horribly, flipped nearly on its side, and everything in his cabin that wasn’t already broken had crashed into the walls.

The heavily saturated mattress and linens from the bed had landed on top of him amid the water flooding under the door, and Theseus thought he might drown right there in his cabin. He had not been truly afraid in a long time. He had thought himself beyond fear. But in that moment, he was as terrified as an unweaned cub, screaming for help that never came.

Even after the ship settled upright, he could not collect himself. He realized that he had been calling for help in his native language, and he could not remember the grishnard words. He was bleeding. He’d cut himself on a broken bowl, and he kept stepping in the shards as he paced wildly around the room. Finally, he climbed into the rafters and clung there, eyes tight shut, focused on his breathing.

When Theseus opened his eyes again, it was morning, and there were shelts’ voices below. Part of him—the part that had been trained to the mission—wanted to jump down, begin talking to them, make arrangements that would benefit the great plan. But the other part of him, the deeper part that still belonged to the jungle said, “Dark gods take that; I’m not getting locked in this room again.”

When they were gone, he jumped from the rafters, darted out the door, and crammed himself through the hallway skylight. He made a vertical leap up the side of the ship and arrived on the main deck with only the slightest effort to clear the rail. He’d found his way down a hatch to the cargo hold and hidden. When he surmised that his vessel had been taken by pirates, he killed those he could locate, but the captain and crew did not seem to be confined aboard the airship. There was a waterborne craft below, but not even Theseus could have leapt safely to her deck. He felt intensely agitated and hungry. He fed upon his kills, certain that this was socially unacceptable, but unable to stop himself.

He’d been pacing the ship, still in a feral state of mind, when he’d encountered a tiny shelt of a species unfamiliar to him. The strange, pale-furred creature had jabbered at him, and it took Theseus a moment to remember the language. He did not think the tiny shelt could be a pirate. In fact, he thought it was a child. He’d actually gathered his wits to ask it some questions, when the captain and first mate finally appeared to reclaim their ship.

Theseus knew that the situation had improved, but he was wary of being locked in the passenger cabin again. The memory of calling for help and being ignored stood out powerfully in his mind. So he bided his time among the crates. 

Then the first mate and another sailor had come below and begun to shift the cargo. They were talking to each other about Maijha. Theseus realized with a jolt that the ship had turned around. They were going back the way they’d come. Furthermore, something untoward was to be done with the crates. Theseus couldn’t quite put it together, and he cursed his incomplete grasp of the language. They definitely were not planning on taking the crates to Sern.

Theseus knew he should come out and negotiate. He tried to picture himself as he’d last stood before Lord Magner, with his claws dipped in gold and rings shining in his ears. “I will take your gift to our cousins,” he had said. “I will be your ambassador on distant shores. I will run before you as the tornado runs before the hurricane.” A pretty speech for one who’d never even left the Inland Sea, he thought bitterly.

Theseus searched for the grishnard words, but all he could find was a growl—an unreasoning determination to guard the crates like an eagle prepared to fight to the death over her nest of unmoving eggs. More words streamed from the shelts as they stared at him. 

A little ocelon said something about opening the crates herself. Come and try, thought Theseus. Yours will not be the first blood on these boxes.

Then they were gone. Theseus felt frustrated, disappointed in himself, and terribly alone. He lay down behind the crates and began cracking open the femur of a grishnard pirate. He’d almost extracted the last of the marrow, when a voice said, “Hello, Master Jaguar!”

Theseus peeked out from behind the boxes. He saw the dainty, white paws of the shelt child pattering among the straw and sawdust. The creature had an absurdly fluffy tail. What could possibly be the purpose of such a tail? Theseus put his head on his paws and ignored the child.

Then, quite close, “I can smeeell yooou...”

Theseus sat up with a growl. The child was almost on top of him. Theseus drew back his lips, showed his teeth, and hissed. The gesture had been enough to make adult grishnards wet themselves. However, the child only took a couple of steps back. “What’s your name?”

Theseus was baffled. He realized that the creature was older than he’d thought—pubescent, male, not quite a child and not quite an adult. There was no threat here, just ignorance and youth. Theseus turned his back on the creature and curled up again.

“I’m Belvedere.” There was a sound of grinding crates, and Theseus surmised that Belvedere had jumped up and sat down on one. “Do you have any friends? I don’t. We move every time I make friends.” The boy’s paws made an irritating thump, thump as he swung them against the crate. “Mom is afraid that my rat’s pizzle of a father will find us and kill us. And she’s afraid that adults will kidnap me and do sex things to me. She thinks I don’t know, but I do. I’m just not scared. I wish something would happen, anything.”

Thump, thump.

Theseus wondered whether he could bite the child gently enough not to hurt him, but hard enough to frighten him. He looked too fragile, though...

“I know everything about babies,” continued Belvedere. “I help my mom deliver them. And girls. I know everything about girls. Except the sex things. Miri let me kiss her when we were on Maijha-71, but that was two moves ago. I wish we could have stayed there longer. Do you have a girlfriend? Are you a girl or a boy? You smell like a boy, but I’m not sure. Girls can have girlfriends, too. My mom had one on Maijha-28, but then she went away. Everyone goes away.”

Thump, thump.

“Well, it’s getting dark. I guess I should go. I wish I was as big and fierce as you. Then we wouldn’t have to be afraid of anyone. I think you’re so beautiful. You’re the most amazing ship’s cat, ever. Goodnight, Master Jaguar.”

Theseus raised his head cautiously and watched the youngster walk away, his fur and hair luminous in the gloom. Belvedere was more child than adult, Theseus decided. A strange child. Theseus felt a little calmer, though. Maybe he could sleep. Maybe it would all make sense in the morning.
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Chapter 17. Almost Civilized
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Anaroo woke as though stepping from a deep, refreshing pool. She heard the persistent ding, ding, ding of the ship’s morning bell, but, for once, it didn’t bother her. She’d been hunting pheasants in the high mountains of Maijha Minor, with sunlight dazzling on the river, and the air redolent with the scent of blossoms and warm earth. She opened her eyes and yawned. The other fauns were moving around her hammock, muttering and pulling on their clothes. 

“Guess they got the watch-glass turning again,” said Needles.

“At least they’re not asking us to keep night watch.”

“They will. Just wait.”

“Well, it’s better than turning the capstan all day and sleeping in straw.” Their voices faded as they began to make their way towards the upper deck.

Anaroo sat up and swung her hooves to the floor. The dream had been so sweetly vivid, so simple and centered, unlike the disordered tumble that had haunted her nights since her interrogation. Since my descent into madness. It was the first time she’d admitted the fact in so many words. Maybe that means I’m leaving it behind...if I can look back and name it.

Her head did hurt a little, as though she’d been drinking wine. What did I...? 

“Oh.”

Poppy. Silas. Anaroo clapped a hand over her mouth. Gods’ blood and scales. Did I really tell him that I sometimes forget my own name? Did I...? Oh gods.

Anaroo pressed her palms to her forehead. All the pleasure of sleep and sanity vanished. I went down there to...to see if I might be able to escape from the ship on a rope. 

And that is not what I did at all. Damnable poppy!

But surely the captain—Silas—he wasn’t behaving normally, either. Didn’t he make some remark about jumping from the basket? No, he was worse than I was. He said... He said... She brightened. “Gwain is alive! And he got his book made! The Defiance is still sailing!” 

Her chagrin vanished. She could have hugged Silas if he’d been standing there.

However, as she rose, humming, bits and pieces of the previous evening kept rising up to make her wince. Did I really insist on seeing him back to his cabin? Did I really pick him up and put him in bed? Surely that was a dream. Gods, tell me that was a dream.

She’d been using the locker of the dead sailor who’d slept in this hammock, and she was halfway through putting on one of his shirts, before she realized what she was doing. Anaroo hesitated. Maybe it’s time. Silas isn’t really the one who chained me. In fact, he freed me from that privateer...from the mine. She shuddered. It’s Silveo Lamire and Gerard Holovar who put me in chains to begin with. And I can’t go looking for them naked. She pulled on the dead sailor’s  trousers. They were too short in the leg and too large in the waist, but she managed to locate a belt. She could smell tea brewing. She hadn’t had tea in ages. 

Feeling a little strange and awkward with so much material flapping around her, Anaroo left the crew’s quarters and climbed the stairs to the main deck. The air was crisp, but foggy. Dawn light made the mist glow golden. 

Gwain is alive! Just saying the words in her head made her heart leap. I can find him. I will find him.

The ship was riding smoothly, and a table with steaming mugs of tea and plates of pickled eggs had been set out in the forecastle. The fauns were gathered around it, drinking and eating with relish. Ackleby and Creevy were standing near the mainmast, bare-pawed in their shirtsleeves, talking and pointing at things in the sails and rigging. Anaroo watched them, feeling an unfamiliar surge of generosity. 

Seeing them there side-by-side, and knowing what she knew now, Anaroo thought they made a graphic demonstration of why the grishnards had conquered Wefrivain. Creevy was a typical mountain grishnard—massive, broad-shouldered, somewhat overweight, but effortlessly intimidating. Silas wasn’t that much shorter, but he was built along altogether narrower lines. His golden tufted lion’s tail went twitch, twitch, twitch as he talked, like an ocelon’s. His dark brown eyes, she remembered, were faintly almond shaped, and she’d never seen a grishnard with freckles all over like that. She suspected that Silas only managed to pass because so few grishnards had any clear idea of what leons looked like.

In some ways, he reminded her very much of a tall ocelon. However, unlike an ocelon, a leon could reasonably be seen as a threat to a grishnard. Big enough to put up a fight, thought Anaroo, but not big enough to win.

There were no leons living on Maijha Minor. Anaroo searched her brain for what little she knew about them. They can’t have children with grishnards, she remembered. They’d be afraid to try in any case, because their baculum is a dead give-away. Zeds had a baculum, too. But aren’t leons also known for having spines on their...?

Anaroo shook her ears. What a thing to speculate upon! Are you sure you’re sane this morning?

Ackleby and Creevy turned towards her at that moment, and Anaroo nearly panicked. How should I behave after last night? Should I be angry? Friendly? Mortified? Should I pretend it didn’t happen or that I don’t remember?

Silas solved her dilemma by waving and walking briskly forward. “Anaroo! I was just wondering whether you’d appreciate a target set up on deck. We usually carry a couple of sharpshooters, but now you’re it. They always wanted time and practice to get used to new bows, but you seem to have lit on that one like fire in dry rigging. Would a target be of any use to you?”

He was looking directly at her, talking easily without the faintest trace of awkwardness. Anaroo relaxed. “I could probably use a target,” she said cautiously. “I’m out of practice.”

Silas laughed. “If that’s out of practice, I’d love to see what you look like in practice. In the meantime, we’re going to switch over to a strict fore-and-aft rig. That’ll make the ship easier to work with so few people. Then we’ll run everyone through the maneuvers they learned yesterday. I know you weren’t present, but you’ve worked on a ship before, correct?”

Anaroo nodded.

“Good. We’ll do some sail work and then assign chores. Marmot and Lark are a bit worn out with keeping watch and steering.”

“Of course.”

She realized that he wasn’t going to make a single comment about the clothes. This filled her with an absurd sense of gratitude, and she said, “Are you feeling better?” Not pissing buckets of blood?

Creevy’s eyebrows rose, and Anaroo wished she hadn’t said it. Silas only laughed. “Well, I could hardly have felt worse.” He trotted back up to the quarterdeck.

Creevy cocked an eyebrow at her. “And where were you while we were all learning to tack yesterday evening, Madam Sharpshooter?”

Keeping your captain from falling to his death and then putting him to bed.

“Sleeping,” said Anaroo icily.

Creevy broke out in a dazzling smile. “Well, sleep seems to have suited everyone. Skipper doesn’t look like a spotted ghost, and you look almost civilized.”

Anaroo rolled her eyes.

“Go eat something before your friends eat it all,” said Creevy, “and then get ready to haul on a rope.”

*  *  *  *
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MARLIE SHOWED GLOSSY around her dispensary that morning with a certain amount of professional pride. I can play at being a healer pretty convincingly.

Glossy had put on what must have been her idea of clothes for manual labor—a full skirt over tailored linen  trousers, all in dark green—with a frilly white blouse, very low cut, and a short green jacket. Her hair was prettily coiffed up with a blue and gold silk scarf. Marlie had caught Creevy shooting sidelong glances at Glossy every time the wind caught her skirt. She’s wearing trousers, you idiot. Nothing to see.

Glossy had scampered up and down the ratlines easily enough. She had, at least, left off her pretty boots. Because she and Marlie were about the same size, they’d been paired together on most exercises. Dressed appropriately or not, Glossy could keep up. She was pleasant company, if perhaps a little sweet and simple.

“I don’t know what half this stuff is,” Glossy laughed as she went through Marlie’s bottles in the dispensary. “I really just deliver babies. That’s complicated enough, when you consider all the species differences. I have more ocelon patients than others, mostly because they’re more common than foxlings...”

And willing to trust a non-grishnard midwife, Marlie thought, but did not say.

“I’m not really a healer,” said Marlie. “My father was, and I helped him from the time I was a child, but I’ve worked for the Maijhan Sea Watch for the last decade.”

“Yes, I heard the others talking.” Glossy hesitated. “Something about Culowen Reza?”

Marlie didn’t think there was much point in denying it, since Anaroo had obviously told Creevy and Ackleby. “My father worked for him. Still does, as far as I know.”

Glossy’s big, copper eyes searched her face. “Well...it’s good to have a colleague aboard, at least. Good to have a friend.”

Marlie snorted. “We helped with interrogations.”

Glossy’s eyes opened wide.

That will take care of this friend business.

Glossy thought for a moment. “So, the Scarlet Albatross is equipped with one ex-torturer and one midwife to deal with its injuries.”

Marlie barked a surprised laugh.

“For a crew of male sailors,” added Glossy with a twinkle.

“Don’t forget Anaroo.”

“I doubt she’ll be needing a midwife anytime soon.”

Glossy picked up one of Marlie’s medical texts and began flipping through it. Nothing about her expression or attitude had changed. Maybe not so sweet and simple. “Perhaps we make a complete healer between us.”

“Perhaps,” said Glossy without looking up. “Is that why you work for the Maijhan Sea Watch—to get back at the Rezas?”

Marlie drew a deep breath. “Not exactly. I ran away when I was fourteen. I was painting portraits on the street when Captain Merriweather found me.”

Glossy’s eyes lit up. “I used to have a friend who was a portrait artist.”

Marlie smiled. “I did a bunch of Silveo one summer. They sold really well.” Glossy continued to leaf through the medical text. She said nothing, and Marlie continued, “I never actually met him...or I don’t remember meeting him. He was only in the Swordfish for a couple of years. Our paths just never crossed.”

Glossy’s fingers stopped moving through the book. “I can’t say that I met him, either.”

Marlie cocked her head, but Glossy’s gentle, open face had gone still and distant. Marlie spoke to fill the silence. “Belvedere seems like a bright kid.”

“Too bright. When he was younger...” Glossy smiled and some of her animation returned. “I know all mothers think their children are the most brilliant and beautiful ever birthed, but...”

“He’s certainly beautiful,” offered Marlie, “and he seems clever.”

“When he was younger, we had a splendid time. I was so young myself, we were practically children together. Even when he was eight or nine, I thought we were doing fine. I knew he was isolated, that he was perhaps a bit...” She searched for words. “A bit behind his peers socially. But it’s better than the way we were raised, right? I mean it’s better than...”

We? Interesting. Marlie nodded.

“But the last couple of years, we argue constantly. He’s gotten resentful about the moves. I can see why. I just... We have to. Before this last move, he actually threatened to run away. He said...” Glossy shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He just says things he knows will upset me.”

Marlie considered. “Well...he can’t run away here. How much trouble could he get into aboard an airship?”

*  *  *  *
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“MASTER JAGUAR.”

Theseus jerked awake to the sound of a cautious whisper.

“Do you like pickled eggs?”

A sharp scent of vinegar made him sneeze. The horrible child was dangling over the side of the crate above him, holding out something vile-smelling and green. “No,” said Theseus before he could think better of it. To his surprise, the word came out in grishnard.

Belvedere grinned, popped the gelatinous mass into his mouth, and chewed. Straw was tangled in his pale, shoulder-length hair. His legs went thump, thump, thump as he kicked them against the box. “Whose arm was that?”

Theseus looked at what remained of the grishnard arm—mostly just the sleeve. “A pirate,” he said and was once again pleased that he’d remembered the grishnard words.

“Did it taste good?” asked Belvedere.

Theseus considered. “Pegasus better,” he allowed, “boar better still.” He squinted at Belvedere. “What are you?”

Belvedere looked confused. He thought for a moment. “I’m a foxling.”

“Oh.” Theseus had studied the various shelt species of Wefrivain before embarking. He thought that he should have deduced this. The white ones have larger tails. Imported from the cold lands for hunting. The grishnards consider them beautiful.

“Do you have a family?” asked Belvedere.

“No,” said Theseus absently. Could this child tell me anything useful?

“You don’t have a mom and dad or brothers or sisters?”

“I was traded at birth,” said Theseus. “Raised by two-legged jaguars for purpose. My people raised two-legged child for purposes. This is done in my country.”

Belvedere’s eyes went round. “That’s crazy! What else do they do?”

Theseus was confused by the use of the word “crazy” in this context. After a moment, he said, “How two-legged foxes and four-legged foxes deal with each other in your country?”

“Two-legged...” repeated Belvedere. “Oh, you mean shelts.” He laughed. “I like that. I’m a two-legged fox!” His paws went th-thump against the crate.

Theseus winced. “I wish you stop that.”

“Stop what?”

“Kick the crates.”

“Why?”

Theseus thought for a moment. “Something inside does not like to be kicked.”

Belvedere looked concerned. “Something alive?”

“No. Do you know where we are going, Belvedere?”

The child shook his head. “It’ll just be some boring little island. We can’t even go to Seashine because of the storm.”

Theseus considered this. “But this ship is going back to Maijha?”

“Yeah, I think so. The storm messed up everything.”

Theseus’s ears flicked. Somewhere overhead, someone was calling Belvedere’s name.

“I gotta go,” he said. “Thank you for talking to me, Master Jaguar.”

“Theseus. My name is Theseus.”
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Chapter 18. Two Years
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Anaroo found that she enjoyed her reacquaintance with sail work. Creevy had them climbing up and down the ratlines, raising and lowering sail, tacking and wearing all morning. They took a break for a meager lunch and continued for half a watch into the afternoon. 

None of the fauns had difficulty keeping up. Glossy and Marlie struggled a bit. They were smaller and not accustomed to hard manual labor. Glossy was wearing entirely the wrong clothes. If only we had a troop of lemurs, thought Anaroo and smiled. The Defiance was the only ship she’d ever seen crewed by lemurs.

The young foxling, Belvedere, was too small for any of the heavy work. He could scamper up the lines, although it clearly made his mother uneasy. Creevy finally put him to sanding the deck—a chore Anaroo suspected he would come to dislike, but which, for the moment, was a novelty.

Around mid-afternoon, they were joined by the two grishnard sailors, and Creevy assigned a rotating schedule of watch duty. He showed everyone how to turn the watch-glass, which bells to ring for various occasions (morning bell, dinner bell, watch bell), and how to sound an alarm that would send people to a particular area of the ship. He also began showing them how to mend ropes and sails. A number of items had been damaged by the storm and by the boarding griffins. The most important things had already been repaired or replaced from stores by the grishnard sailors, but Creevy wanted everyone to understand the basics. He gave them all a couple of long pieces of rope and showed them knots and splices to practice.

Silas came and went throughout all this. He watched them during some of the maneuvers and occasionally corrected someone’s technique, but he let Creevy do the talking, and sometimes he disappeared into his cabin. While they were below, learning about repairs and knots, Silas dragged out a wooden target and set it up on the forecastle.

The fauns spent the rest of the afternoon practicing their knots, talking, and making improvements to their clothes. Needles, in particular, found his skills in high demand. He might not see well enough to do embroidery, but he could certainly retailor a pair of trousers.

Anaroo got Creevy to open the weapons locker for her. She found the ship well-supplied with boxes of arrows and took three quivers full, along with oil and wax and a little fletching knife for maintenance. Then she went up on deck and sent arrow after arrow into the target from every angle she could manage. She was definitely out of practice. It was one thing to hit an enormous griffin anywhere on the body at fifty paces. It was quite another to hit the bull’s eye of a target...or the few vulnerable places on a barded griffin.

Towards evening, after everyone had eaten their unsatisfactory supper, Anaroo lay in her hammock, listening to the others talk and practicing her knots. It was perhaps a quarter watch before sundown, and she wondered...

She wondered whether she ought to go down and have a look from the keelhead basket again, since she hadn’t finished what she’d intended to do last time. She was, of course, not checking to see whether Silas was there again. Although, if he was, there were a few things she would like to ask him... But, of course, he would not be. And that was not why she was going down to the basket. Not at all.

Clouds lay clotted above the horizon this evening, with brilliant pink and gold bellies where the sunset brushed them. The air was sharp, and Anaroo was glad of her clothes. Silas sat on the floor of the basket, smoking a pipe and playing cards by himself. The pipe was shaped differently from the one he’d had last night, and the smoke had a pleasant, faintly sweet odor like spice and fall leaves. Not poppy.

He didn’t look up as she settled down in the curve of the albatross’s beak, but after a moment, he said, “That was some pretty shooting.”

Anaroo snorted. “I outlined your target very handily.” 

“No one else aboard could have outlined it from the quarterdeck bulkhead,” said Silas with a smile in his voice. “Were you switching hands at the end?”

Anaroo set to work on her knots. “No one who draws with only one hand has any business calling herself an archer. No zed, anyway.”

After a moment, Silas said, “Do me a kindness, and lash yourself down with one of those lines. If we hit a windshear...”

Anaroo grumbled, but she took the longer of the two rope pieces, tied it around her waist, and secured it to the chain that held the basket. “I have been sleeping in trees since before you were sailing.”

“You sure about that?”

Almost sure.

Silas looked up. “I did some reading in my log book today. If my guesses are correct, then you were captured almost exactly two years ago, right before Moon Festival.”

Anaroo thought for a moment. “It was before Moon Festival.” A flurry of ideas and emotions filled her. Two years. It wasn’t such a long time. And it was also an eternity. So many things could happen in two years. “You said...the Defiance...”

“Your friends have been busy.” Silas hesitated. “Some of it may be hard to hear.”

“Tell me.”

“There was an outbreak of Jungle Plague on Maijha Minor just after Moon Festival—very bad.”

Anaroo considered this. Everyone on Maijha Minor feared plague, even the gamekeepers. It could run like wildfire through the secret faun villages, cut off as they were from escape or proper quarantine. Half her tribe might be dead. Still... That could be true anyway. There are no assurances, hunting season to hunting season. “What does this have to do with the Defiance?

“The plague began while the Temple Sea Watch and Police were on the Island,” said Silas, “meeting with Gwain.”

“Ah...” Anaroo sat back. “He did want to talk to them. He was sure that if they only read his book, they’d be done helping wyverns.” Anaroo gave a laugh of mingled frustration and fondness. “Gwain was so brilliant, and yet sometimes I thought he shouldn’t be let out of doors.” She drew a deep breath. “It all went wrong, didn’t it?”

Silas took a long drag on his pipe. “Well...yes. Gerard Holovar was deposed as captain of the Temple Police because of something that happened on the island. Perhaps Gwain did turn him. At any rate, the Priestess ordered Silveo to kill Gerard, and Gerard disappeared. A wyvern killed Gerard’s wife, too, while she was a guest of Leopaard Maijha. Gwain’s lineage became known at about the same time, and King Leopaard himself left the islands during the ensuing scandal. Silveo’s career as Admiral of the Temple Sea Watch went downhill after that. Rumor had it that he was in love with one or both of the Holovars. He behaved more and more erratically, and he was executed for neglect of duty the following year. It was also believed that Gwain perished in the plague. At least, that was the story I heard.”

Anaroo looked down to see that Silas had picked up his cards and stood up. “I’d offer you this pipe, but it’s not so friendly to strangers.”

Anaroo shook her head. “What is it? Some kind of sweet leaf?”

“No.” Silas went to the edge of the basket and stared out at the sunset. “Tobacco. It’s a little more expensive than sweet leaf, a little harder to find.”

He let her think for a moment. Finally, Anaroo ventured. “You said Gwain’s not dead.” And I take it Gerard and Silveo aren’t, either. An unpleasant notion was forming in Anaroo’s mind.

Silas nodded. “In the spring of this year, riots broke out on Sern. It was rumored that Gwain Maijha, Silveo Lamire, and Gerard Holovar had come back to life. They had been hiding in the Lawless Lands...or sold into slavery there...or they had been in the Sunkissed Isles...or hiding in Maijha. One thing is for certain: they had put aside their differences to make war on the Temple.”

Anaroo was not entirely surprised to hear that Gwain was working with Silveo, but she did feel dismayed and disgusted. If anyone was responsible for putting me in chains, it was that preening foxling.

“They negotiated a deal with Culowen Reza to distribute Gwain’s book, using a new printing machine,” continued Silas. “That’s what we’ve been smuggling all year. The books have been selling like refined poppy.”

Anaroo considered. “What’s all this talk about new slave species laws?”

“The Temple Sea Watch burned Sern’s Ocelon Town while looking for their old colleagues,” said Silas. “The ocelons rioted, and the Temple responded aggressively. Ocelons and leopons across the crescent have been sold to hunti slavers. Meanwhile, Sern is in a state of anarchy. By mid-summer, the grishnard king and his court had fled to Haplag. Not long after that, Culowen Reza declared himself the new king. The grishnards won’t recognize him, of course, but he’s the only person with any control on the island. Some of Sern’s holdings have declared their independence, and cities in the Lawless Lands are reclaiming disputed Channel Islands. It’s kind of a mess.”

Anaroo stared at the darkening sky, at the pin-prick stars above the glowing horizon. Everything is changing...for the better? Surely it can’t get any worse, not for fauns. Aloud, she said, “What about the rest of the crescent?”

“Things have been relatively stable on the other Great Islands,” said Silas. “The new slave species laws are making everyone tense, but there haven’t been mass murders or riots in the streets. At least...not as far as I know.” For the first time, Silas faltered. “Marlie said that Percival and Layjen told her there’d been a faun uprising on Maijha Minor, perhaps even causing trouble in Port Royal.” He waited a moment, but Anaroo said nothing.

“Airships are fragile,” continued Silas. “We depend on considerable infrastructure to function. Way stations, lighthouses, weather reports, fresh supplies of light-gas—without these things, we can’t sail. The Albatross is better-equipped than most to withstand hardship. I’ve fitted her out to... Well, sometimes we do unusual things, but we still don’t have the resilience of a waterborne ship.”

“I understand,” said Anaroo abruptly. “You don’t have to take me all the way to Maijha Minor. I’ll leave wherever you drop off the rest of the fauns.”

Silas glanced up at her. “I think we’ll reach Pegasus Bay in a yellow month. It’s a mountainous little holding of Haplag with a thriving smugglers’ community and a small airship bay. The island has a population of free fauns, or it did last I visited.” He hesitated. “Pegasus Bay would be a good place to look for news of Gwain and the Defiance, as well.” Silas’s almond-shaped eyes crinkled. “If you see Silveo, tell him I said hello.”
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Chapter 19. Fishing for Jaguars
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Theseus’s eyes fluttered open as something brushed the tip of his nose. It hung there in that fuzzy, too-close place where he could not quite focus. In his half-asleep state, he reached out and batted at it. Instantly, some part of his mind rose to hyper-alertness. Alarm, guilt, fear, and shame battled for dominance. He remembered a thousand trailing robes, tasseled capes, curtains, table cloths, and so very many twitching tails—all strictly forbidden. He cringed in anticipation of the sharp rebuke and the bite of a switch.

Nothing happened.

Theseus blinked. He was in the belly of the airship, among the straw between the crates. The thing that had brushed his nose was a frayed rope’s end, dangling over the crate above, jerking and swinging. Cautiously, mesmerized, Theseus reached out with his paw and batted at it again. His slightly-extended claws made a pattering sound on the side of the crate.

Belvedere’s head popped over the edge above. Theseus froze, half on his back, looking up at the foxling. Again, that moment of panic and shame. From his earliest memories, Theseus had wanted to bat at things, and from his earliest memories, he had been chastised for it. He could almost hear his old teacher’s cracked voice, “A jaguar of Lord Magner’s court does not fidget.”

All shelts hated fidgeting. It was childish. It was undignified.

It was making Belvedere laugh.

The foxling jerked the rope again. Theseus’s paws shot out and arrested the rope’s slithering progress. But the sly thing got away from him...only to launch from the other side of the crate a moment later, this time with considerably more length. 

Theseus jumped up and spun around in the straw. It was under his front paws, now his back paws. Now he had it! He must seize it in his teeth. He must!

Belvedere had gotten down from the box and was casting his line around the sides as though fishing for jaguars. He kept peeking out and laughing hysterically. Theseus got the line tangled in his feet and flopped onto his back to flail and bite at it. Straw flew everywhere. The end was jerked from Belvedere’s grasp. The foxling darted forward to retrieve it, but Theseus had one end firmly between his teeth. Belvedere grabbed the other, and they pulled. 

Now it was tug-a-war, Belvedere still squeaking with laughter. Theseus could not bring his full size and strength into play, hemmed in among the boxes. A moment later, he thought of stepping on the rope with a front paw. He tried once, twice...and then he caught it, brought down his weight, and jerked Belvedere off his feet.

The little foxling went sprawling right under Theseus’s nose. Theseus flipped the prey onto its back and...

Belvedere yelped. Theseus’s claws were splayed across his arm and chest. A trace of blood seeped through Belvedere’s shirt.

Theseus sheathed his claws and disengaged. He backed away. What just happened? He backed further until he ran into boxes, his eyes averted, licking his lips with anxiety.

“Hey.” Belvedere’s voice. “Hey, it’s alright. You didn’t hurt me. Theseus?”

Theseus heard scuffling and saw Belvedere approach out of the corners of his downcast eyes.

The child came foolishly close and held out his arms. One was pierced in two places and trickling blood. “See, it’s nothing.”

“I...I do not know what happened,” muttered Theseus.

Belvedere laughed. “You were playing, silly. Like an ocelot kitten.” Belvedere threw his arms around Theseus’s neck, taking him utterly by surprise and making him flinch. “It’s alright. You just got excited. It’s alright.”

Theseus had no idea what to do, so he groomed the top of the child’s head. It was pure instinct. He’d never known a shelt to take kindly to grooming, but Belvedere only giggled. “Your tongue is like sandpaper. Here, lie down again.”

Theseus allowed himself to be arranged. Belvedere flopped down in the crook of his body as though it were an enormous cushion, and picked up the rope ends. “I’m learning to tie ship’s knots. Do you want to see?”

Theseus did not know the first thing about knots, but he suddenly found that he had a great interest. He watched the ends of the rope dance in mesmerizing patterns as Belvedere pulled them one way and then another. Occasionally, Theseus reached out to touch the rope...but gently, with sheathed claws.
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Chapter 20. Gambling
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It began to rain again that night, and the winds grew rough. Anaroo had the last watch in the maintop. In the flickering light of the binnacle, she saw Lark lock the wheel in place and go inside the captain’s cabin. He emerged with Silas a few moments later. Silas made a quick turn around the deck, through puddles of deep shadow, amid the steady rain. Then he waved for Anaroo to come down.

“We need to reef up the sails a bit. We need you to help.”

By the time they finished, she was completely drenched, in spite of her raincoat. Silas went back to bed, and Lark and Anaroo returned to their shivering posts. She was glad to ring the morning bell when the last of the sand ran out of the watch glass. She bolted a pickled egg, then crawled into her hammock.

Anaroo was roused again at mid-morning to help wind the ship’s springs and to participate in practice maneuvers. Everyone was feeling the strain of doing unfamiliar work that was normally accomplished by two or three times as many people. Anaroo thought that if they’d been a grishnard crew, there would have been grumbling. However, they’d been slaves, and so there were no complaints. News of Pegasus Bay had circulated among the fauns, and they were talking of what they planned to do and where they might try to go. For perhaps the first time in their lives, they were excited about the future.

Once again, Anaroo spent the late afternoon practicing with her bow on deck. She thought someone was watching from the quarterdeck, but she refused to look. When she finished, there was no one around except Glossy on watch in the maintop. Even the wheel had been temporarily locked in place so that Marmot could eat supper. Anaroo wondered when Creevy would teach the fauns to steer. Perhaps it’s too complicated to bother, since we’ll only be doing this for a yellow month.

When Anaroo went below to the mess hall, she found her fellow fauns muttering over strips of cured meat. “It’s all that’s left,” Creevy was saying. “I am very sorry, but that’s all we’ve got right now...unless you would like to eat moldy faun biscuit. I’m afraid it would make you sick.”

Anaroo frowned. Grishnard sailors of the more humane sort kept a particular type of biscuit for feeding faun slaves. Ironically, they called it “faun biscuit”...not to be confused with pastries made of faun, which the panaun sailors sometimes ate. Faun biscuit was usually a seed and nut cake, held together with rice paste and often mixed with seaweed or other greens. It was sufficiently nutritious to support a faun for months without supplementation. It didn’t even taste too bad for the first yellow month, reflected Anaroo, although any airship slave would be heartily sick of faun biscuit by fall.

However, the reason that humanely-minded captains carried faun biscuit was that other food aboard ship could not be guaranteed to be free of faun flesh. It was a certainty that the food intended for grishnards included pegasus flesh at the very least. When the slaves had freed themselves, one of the first things they’d done was search out the stores of dried fish, fruit, nuts, and pickles. They’d quickly run through these delicacies—only intended as supplements—and now they were faced with soggy faun biscuit, spoiled by the rain, and cured meat of unknown origin.

“We ate the last of the pickled eggs for breakfast,” continued Creevy, “and the last of the dried fish for lunch. We’ve got several casks of this stuff.” He indicated the suspicious strips on the table. “But not much else.”

“I can cook,” offered Hawthorn. “Simple things... Is there any flour, any oil, any...?”

Creevy was shaking his head. “Casks all wet, jars all broken.” He hesitated. “We have rum, but I hate to give you rum and nothing else for dinner.”

The fauns were all muttering and glancing at each other.

“Look, it’s almost certainly pegasus—” began Creevy.

“That’s not any better,” shot Needles. “Eating talking animals is disgusting. I don’t know how you people do it.”

“Would you eat it if it was griffin meat?” demanded Stubs.

Anaroo felt that, as nominal leader of the fauns, she ought to say something. She raised her voice. “Can anyone here fish?”

Silence from the fauns.

Anaroo sighed. Of course not. Slaves don’t fish. 

Creevy smiled. “I can.”

“Then why don’t you and I go fishing tomorrow,” said Anaroo. “Give everyone some rum tonight and leave this stuff out.” Her lip curled at the meat, but she raised her eyes to the fauns and continued. “If anyone is hungry and wants to come back and take some, no one will see or judge you. These animals are already dead. You’re not. Decide for yourselves, and be good enough not to notice what anyone else eats or doesn’t eat.”

There was a visible relaxation in postures and a murmur of agreement. Anaroo shot a glance at Creevy, who looked almost as relieved as the fauns. Now let’s hope we catch something big. Rum was served out in large mugs. Anaroo took one and went back to her hammock. She noticed that the rain had stopped. It would be sunset soon.

And clearly she should go down to the keelhead basket and see whether they were passing any likely fishing spots. Anaroo argued with herself for a moment, but rum on an empty stomach was already siphoning away her inhibitions. What good was freedom if one could not do as one wished on occasion?

Anaroo took the climb more cautiously than usual. She felt pleasantly warm and relaxed, but not dizzy. She was not surprised to find Silas playing cards again. He was smoking his tobacco pipe, sitting there in his shirtsleeves, his golden tufted tail going twitch, twitch, twitch. He’d spread out a handkerchief to keep his cards dry. “Evening, Anaroo.”

“Evening, Silas.” She reached the curve of the albatross’s beak, but her balance wasn’t what it should be. “Can’t sit up there today.” She dropped down into the basket, nearly stepping on his cards.

Silas looked up in surprise.

Anaroo backed up and leaned against the far wall of the basket, spreading her arms along the edge. “Rum for dinner.”

Silas laughed. He looked back down at his cards. “Well, at least it’s not two bowls of poppy.”

Anaroo looked at the clouds with a sense of contentment. She thought about Gwain’s book running the length and breadth of Wefrivain. He will be so proud. At last, she looked back down at the floor of the basket. “Can I play?”

Silas’s glance was unreadable. Finally, he said, “Alright.”

Anaroo sat down across from him, folding her long legs beneath her. Silas shuffled and dealt the cards. “You know Maijhan Scuttlebones?”

“Black ship takes all?” asked Anaroo.

“That’s it.”

“Grishnard hunters played every game in the islands in the Great Lodge on Maijha Minor. For high stakes, usually...especially if they were playing with one of us.”

“You’ve gambled your life on a card game?” asked Silas.

Anaroo laughed. “Not me. I’ll gamble my life on some things. Not cards.”

It was a good thing that she hadn’t done so this evening, because Silas proceeded to win hand after hand. Anaroo wondered whether she was more intoxicated than she felt. She knew she was a little tipsy, but this was embarrassing.

Silas’s tail had stopped twitching. His face was completely unreadable. He sat across from her, eerily still, and played flawlessly. Finally, to get her mind off it, she said, “Why do you use slaves to turn the capstan? If you’re at such pains to set them loose in the Lawless Lands every year, why use them at all? You could assign your crew to wind the springs in rotation. Or you could use animals.”

Silas’s face lost its strange stillness. He pursed his lips. “Using the crew is tricky. I have encountered situations where we needed all hands to make sail and I needed the springs wound. What we’re doing right now is dangerous.”

“You could carry a few more crew,” countered Anaroo. You’re smart; you could figure something out.

Silas inclined his head. “I know of five airship captains in the crescent who don’t use slaves for the capstan. Three of them use zebras. Two have trained their crew to do it. I could list all of those captains...right now...by name.” His dark eyes met hers.

Anaroo felt that she should see something, but she didn’t. “And that is bad because...?”

“Because I cannot afford to attract attention,” said Silas patiently. “I cannot afford to appear eccentric. I certainly cannot afford rumors of Resistance sympathies. Shelts wonder why and they look a little closer.”

“Ah.”

“Capstan slaves are traditional,” continued Silas. “Those five captains who don’t use them are famously eccentric. In two cases, they are also famous for having Resistance sympathies. In all cases, they are untouchable—connections to royal families, vast wealth, unassailable pedigree. They can withstand scrutiny. I cannot.”

Anaroo frowned at her cards.

“I don’t claim to have a spotless character,” said Silas. He snorted. “I’m a smuggler.”

Anaroo thought she had the measure of him, then. “Look at it one way, and you’ve been smuggling slaves out of the crescent year after year.”

“I don’t look at it that way.”

Anaroo opened her mouth to argue, but, at that moment, Lucius Creevy’s voice issued from just up the keelhead. “Silas, I hate to interrupt you down here, but there’s something you should see, and since I know what a phenomenally observant watchperson you are in this basket, I figured you hadn’t—” Creevy stopped as he arrived above them. “Hadn’t...seen it.”

Silas collected his cards and handkerchief in one smooth movement. He stood up, stretching. “Seen what?”

“Well...” Creevy was staring in open bafflement at Anaroo. She felt annoyed and started to say something, but Silas spoke again. 

“What is it, Gus?”

Creevy turned away from her with a visible effort and dropped down into the basket. It shuddered with his weight. “There’s a crippled ship down there. Have a look.” He passed Silas a tubular object made of metal and glass.

Anaroo came to stand on the other side of Silas. A ship pitched in the water far below. The Albatross was flying high, and the waterborne ship looked like a toy, bobbing in the last light of the sunset. Anaroo could tell that it did not have many sails aloft, but that was all. Silas looked through the tube. After a moment, he said, “Broken mainmast.”

“Yep,” said Creevy. “And I see shelts on her deck, but they’re not doing much. She’s hardly got any way on her.”

Silas stared through the tubular object for another moment. Then he passed it to Anaroo. “Want to see?”

“Don’t drop it,” said Creevy sharply.

Anaroo took the tube in both hands. It was heavier than she’d expected. “What is it?”

“A telescope,” said Silas. “Something for those of us who don’t have a grishnard’s eyesight.”

“I see better with it, too,” grumbled Creevy.

Anaroo looked through the small end. It took her a moment to find the ship, but when she did, she was impressed. She could see details on the deck. “It’s like Gwain’s lenses,” she murmured.

“Eh?” said Creevy.

“Gwain Maijha,” said Anaroo without taking her eye from the telescope. “He had a pair of reading lenses. This is like that sort of...only bigger.” The mainmast was not trailing in the sea, but leaning drunkenly amid the rigging, cracked partway up. The ship’s other mast had only one sail that appeared to be drawing wind. Anaroo counted at least a dozen shelts on deck. They were moving about like ants, but didn’t seem to be doing anything productive. She concentrated. “I think the crew are ocelons,” she said after a moment.

Creevy squinted. Silas took the telescope and looked again. “I think you’re right.”

“As I’m sure Anaroo has told you,” said Creevy, “we don’t have any food left except cured meat, probably pegasus, and the fauns won’t eat it.”

Silas lowered the telescope.

Anaroo frowned. She had not told him, had not even thought of it. The keelhead basket seemed to exist in a separate world from the rest of the ship. She was a little annoyed at Creevy for bringing that world into this sanctuary.

“I see,” said Silas.

“Anaroo has offered to go fishing with me tomorrow,” continued Creevy, “which is good, because no one else aboard appears to know how.” He hesitated, then grinned and added, “And gods know we’re in a bad way if you end up coming.” Creevy looked at Anaroo over the top of Silas’s head and mouthed the words, “He’s terrible at it.”

Silas’s tail lashed.

“Fishing would help,” continued Creevy, “although I think we’d need to fish every day to feed the whole crew on nothing else. Also...” He hesitated. “I am not making any progress with that jaguar, and I think Marlie is getting impatient. She’s been down to the hold every day, trying to open one of those crates, but Theseus seems to have claimed the entire cargo area as his territory. I bring him water, but I can’t get him to talk to me. Not a word. He was never what you’d call chatty, but he was civil enough when we brought him aboard. I wonder whether he got knocked on the head during the storm.”

Anaroo stared at him in horror. “You have a jaguar in the hold?”

Silas frowned. “Let me try. I should have spoken to him earlier. With everything else, I forgot. He is a passenger, after all. I’ve neglected him.”

“A jaguar,” repeated Anaroo. “Like a cat, this big?” She held out her hand at zebra height.

“Yes, and don’t shoot him,” snapped Creevy. “He’s a guest of Culowen Reza—one thing I am hoping to send to Culowen intact.”

“What is it eating?” demanded Anaroo.

Creevy shifted uncomfortably. “That’s another problem.” He looked back at Silas, who was still considering the crippled ship. “As far as I can tell, Theseus finished the remains of Percy’s marine two days ago. He must be getting hungry. I can start taking him cured meat, but he’ll go through our stores in no time, and then we won’t have anything at all, even for the panauns to eat. The ducks we were keeping for Theseus all washed overboard in the storm, along with your goat. Anaroo and I would have to catch a prodigious amount of food to feed a jaguar.”

“I should say so,” choked Anaroo. “And I think we all deserve to know where it is, so that no one—”

Silas interrupted. “What do we have in stores in the way of masts?”

Creevy considered. He glanced down at the crippled ship again. “We couldn’t replace their mast, but we could repair it.” He hesitated. “Are we going down there?”

“I think we’d better,” said Silas, “although I don’t like having to get so close. With no pegasus, we’ll have to lower the cargo cage within bowshot just to talk to them. But I think it’s worth the risk. Let’s see whether we can turn our spare parts into food.”
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Chapter 21. Competition
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Near midnight, Gus sat with Silas in the captain’s stateroom, drinking a mug of rum and enjoying hot soup—made with fresh ingredients—and flat bread without a trace of mold. They’d both been soaking wet for half the night, but were in dry clothes now. Silas’s hair stuck up in wet cowlicks. Gus had a cloak wrapped around his shoulders. “Well, that was an evening well-spent,” he said, sopping up the last of his soup with bread and contemplating licking the bowl.

Silas grunted. He looked pale again. Gus did not think he should have been out on the yardarm helping. But the ocelons didn’t know how to do it, and neither do our fauns.

They’d traded the best part of their reserve timbers, as well as their labor and expertise, for a dozen casks of supplies, most of it acceptable to the fauns, including a barrel of live turtles and several casks of salted eels. Hawthorn had set to work immediately on the soup, and the ocelons had even given them fresh bread, baked aboard ship. They’d worked by lantern light to get the mast and lines repaired.

Silas had done most of the talking. Gus could tell that he was being very careful. No unnecessary questions, just the facts and the transaction. The ocelons had looked half wild—bristling, exhausted, ready to shoot their guests for a wrong move. They’d warmed up wonderfully, however, when their ship stopped wallowing and began to take the waves head-on. The two crews had parted with profuse thanks and showers of goodwill.

“Do you think they stole her?” muttered Gus.

Silas nodded.

“Pirates?” Gus hadn’t seen a single grishnard aboard. He’d been careful to look only where he was directed in the hold.

“Doubt it,” said Silas. “I could have sworn I heard a baby crying. They brought their families. They could have taken the ship in port. Or maybe they did board her from the water, but I think...”

“Fishers,” said Gus suddenly. “They knew everything you’d expect if they’d spent their lives aboard small fishing vessels. They just didn’t know much about multi-masted ships or sailing between islands.”

“That was my impression as well,” said Silas. “I wish I could have asked for news, but they were so jumpy...”

“That might have gotten us shot,” agreed Gus. “I heard one of them mention the Small Kingdoms. I think that’s where they were headed.”

Silas drank his soup. “Do you think they’ll make it?”

Gus had worked for years aboard waterborne ships, whereas Silas had started on airships. Gus considered. “Maybe...if they don’t carry away that mast in the next storm. They were certainly well-supplied with food, even after helping us.” He grinned. “And if we’re right, they know how to fish.”

Silas laughed. They ate and drank without speaking for a while. Gradually, Silas’s face took on a more suspicious expression. “May I ask what you are leering at?”

“Oh, nothing,” said Gus. The mention of fishing had put him back on a previous line of thought. He felt his mouth turning up again, tried to repress it, failed, and decided to focus on his drink.

Silas stood and walked over to the tiny galley. With no steward aboard, they were obliged to do their own dishes. He started to clean his bowl. “I’ll take the jaguar a turtle tomorrow and see if I can get him talking. I really should have gone before. I spoke with everyone else. I forgot about him.” He paused. “Do I look stranger than usual? I can feel you grinning at the back of my head.”

“Teaching her to play cards...?” Gus could hardly contain himself. 

Silas did not turn around. “I am not teaching. She asked.”

“Oh, dear. Do you think she’ll ever play with you again?”

“Doubtful.”

Gus continued unabated. “Visiting in the keelhead basket, watching the sunset together? When did this happen? You looked positively cozy.”

Silas turned around, wearing a sour expression. “What do you call it when a person attributes their own motivations to everyone else?”

Gus threw up his hands. “I wasn’t complaining! Although she’s not who I would have pictured you—”

Silas’s ears had settled back. “I remind you that I am your captain, and you are in my stateroom at my invitation.”

“Yes, sir.” But he couldn’t suppress the stupid smile.

Silas drew a long breath. “She’s smart, dangerous, and has some control over the fauns. I have made friends with her, and I think I can say with confidence that she will not kill us in our beds. This is all infinitely practical, I think you will agree.”

“Oh, infinitely,” said Gus, resting his chin on his hand.

“Also, she is quite attached to Gwain Maijha. She’s leaving us to look for the Defiance at Pegasus Bay.”

Gus whistled. “Well, that is some competition. Pirate prince. They say he’s terribly charming.”

Silas rolled his eyes. “I am not in competition with him. I’m going to bed. Wash your bowl, please.”

Gus called after him, “I bet you could beat him at cards!”

“On second thought, never mind about the bowl. Goodnight!”
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Chapter 22. For Now
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Marlie followed Ackleby, Creevy, and Anaroo down to the hold, her tail bristling with pent-up nerves. I am finally going to see the weapon that I’ve spent half a year chasing.

Anaroo had a strung bow. If negotiations went poorly, she was the last resort. As they advanced beneath the low-hanging bellies of the air bladders in the dusky light of the hold, Marlie heard Creevy muttering to Anaroo. “You wouldn’t think the skipper would be good at talking to people, little as he does it. But he’s actually pretty good at this sort of thing. So easy on that arrow.”

“I will not shoot your jaguar unless it tries to kill someone,” snapped Anaroo.

“It’s not my jaguar,” returned Creevy. “It’s Culowen’s ja—”

Ackleby held up his hand and stopped walking.

There was a moment of absolute stillness. Then Marlie heard the sound of...laughter?

Ackleby started walking again, cat-soft. They circled the gearbox in the ship’s waist, ducking and squeezing past the lowest of the air bladders and the metal casings of the apparatus that controlled the pectoral sails. Finally, they came within sight of the crates piled in the stern hold. Everyone stopped.

The jaguar was bounding in and around the crates, sometimes pouncing out of sight. Marlie thought at first that he was chasing a rat, but then the little foxling, Belvedere, popped up between two crates, shrieked, and dropped out of sight again. Anaroo’s bow came up in one fluid movement, but Ackleby raised his hand in a silencing motion, and she hesitated.

The jaguar landed among the crates approximately where the young foxling must be. Shrieks of laughter. Straw flew everywhere. A moment later, the two came tearing out. This time, the foxling was chasing the jaguar.

The two of them saw the group of adults in the same instant. The jaguar leapt into the air, sailed over their heads, rebounded off the ship’s wall with an almighty thump, and landed back among the crates. Belvedere was running too fast to stop, and Creevy caught him, kicking and struggling.

“We weren’t hurting anything! Let go! We didn’t do anything!”

Creevy spoke dryly. “No one said you did...although I had wondered how straw was getting into the gearbox.”

Marlie stepped forward to have a look at Belvedere. He had a few abrasions on his arms, one on his face, and his shirt was torn. They were certainly accidental injuries, as the jaguar could have shredded him with a paw-stroke. How much trouble could he get into aboard an airship? she remembered herself saying to Glossy and grimaced. “What you’re doing here is very dangerous. You know that, don’t you?”

Belvedere looked sullen. He jerked his arm away from Creevy. “No more dangerous than climbing into the maintop.” He looked around at them, his expression vacillating between pleading and pique. “He wouldn’t hurt me. We’re just playing.”

Ackleby crouched down next to Belvedere. “We saw that. We’re just surprised. We came to bring the jaguar something to eat.” He held out a turtle the size of Belvedere’s head. “And we also wanted a word with him. Does he talk to you?”

Belvedere looked at the turtle. “‘Course he talks to me. His name’s Theseus.”

“Alright, then. Why don’t you take Theseus his dinner, and tell him the captain would like to speak with him. Tell him I am sorry for not coming to speak with him earlier.”

Belvedere’s eyes shot to Creevy and then back to Ackleby. “We’re not in trouble?”

“Not with us,” said Ackleby. “Although your mother might have something to say. I’ll talk to her as well, if that will make you feel better.”

Belvedere still seemed hesitant. “You won’t hurt Theseus?”

Creevy burst out, “I have been doing my best to get him out of these boxes without hurting him! No one wants to hurt him, Belvedere.” Marlie thought that Anaroo might have disputed this, but she kept her mouth shut.

Belvedere took the turtle and went back in among the crates.

*  *  *  *
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THESEUS LISTENED TO the barely-audible sounds of the shelts’ voices. He knew he had a decision to make. Tell them the truth and fight? Tell them nothing and fight? Tell them the truth and compromise? Tell them nothing and...do nothing?

Theseus would not have even considered the final possibility a few days ago. If I do not guard the crates, the shelts will open them.

Nevertheless, the thought persisted. The airship seemed to exist in another world from Lord Magner’s court. Even the many ports through which Theseus had sailed seemed far away from this sunlit hold.

Theseus waited as Belvedere sought for him among the boxes. The child was a decent tracker, and his nose finally led him to Theseus’s sanctuary at the very back of the pile. Theseus listened with half an ear as Belvedere said the words he’d been instructed to say. The turtle was warm, alive, and delicious. Belvedere turned away with a grimace as Theseus crunched through its shell. 

Slowly, as though in a dream, Theseus rose, and followed Belvedere out of the boxes, towards the waiting captain. Theseus sat down and listened while the captain apologized for not speaking to him earlier, talked about the storm, about repairs, about training a new crew, about sailing back to Maijha. Belvedere stood beside Theseus with an air of anxiety, one hand resting on the jaguar’s shoulder. When the captain had finished, Theseus inclined his head. “I understand.”

Everyone seemed to let out a breath. It was the first words of grishnard Theseus had spoken to anyone other than Belvedere since the storm. “I do not wish to be confined to a cabin again,” continued Theseus. “The storm was...unpleasant.”

The captain smiled. “Of course. If you prefer to stay in the hold, we will be happy to make up a bed for you. You can even stay among the boxes if you like, but you must allow us to shift them.”

Belvedere was pulling at the fur of Theseus’s shoulder. His apprehension was clearly evaporating as new possibilities presented themselves. “Come up on deck, Theseus! I want to show you the maintop!”

“Do not claw up the mast or rigging,” said the first mate sharply.

“We’ll be careful!” called Belvedere.

Theseus allowed himself to be drawn away—through the hold, towards the stairs that would lead to sunlight and wind and pleasant views. Behind him, he could already hear the shelts setting to work on the boxes. He thought he should run back, but he didn’t. I will rectify this. When we land, I will do what I can to complete my mission. But for now, I can do nothing. For now, I will be the passenger that they expect. I am Theseus, playmate to a foxling child. I will not be a jaguar of Lord Magner’s court. For now.
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Chapter 23. Where We Came From
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Half a watch later, Marlie and Glossy sat across from each other in the dispensary, looking at a collection of objects on the table. “So, what do you think?” asked Marlie.

Glossy was clearly having a hard time concentrating on anything other than her son, who was lounging against the jaguar in the corner of the room, poring over one of the books that had been in the crates. Glossy had already satisfied herself that the book contained nothing more sinister than anti-Temple propaganda, in which she had little interest. The woodcuts were making Belvedere giggle, so she let him keep it.

The captain had spoken to her at length about the jaguar, insisting that the animal had been entirely well-behaved before the storm and had been on the ship alone with her son for the better part of a night during the episode with the privateer. The two had been interacting for days without anyone’s knowledge or supervision, and it seemed unlikely that further contact would prove harmful. Glossy acknowledged the logic of all this, but remained in a state of hand-wringing anxiety.

If I were a better sort of friend, thought Marlie, I would have invited Glossy to the dispensary just to get her mind off the jaguar. But Marlie truly wanted another opinion on the contents of the crates, and Glossy had a good nose, though untrained.

Glossy tore her eyes away from the enormous spotted cat and looked distractedly at the objects on the table. “There were bags and bags of this,” said Marlie, indicating a saucer of dark, granular powder. “It smells a lot like tanning chemicals, but I don’t think these are the proportions for tanning solution. What do you think?”

Glossy ran a finger through the powder. She gave it a thoughtful sniff. “I think it would burn,” she said at last. “Readily.”

“I agree,” said Marlie. “I wondered whether it might even explode, but I’m afraid to test it.”

Glossy nodded. “What about this?” She indicated a leather bag about the size of a shelt’s head, cut open to reveal what looked like scrap metal—iron marbles, chunks with sharp edges, and, more baffling, a length of chain.

“Lots of those, too,” said Marlie. “I dissected that one. They all feel like they have the same kinds of things inside. Then there are these.” She reached under the table and placed a solid iron ball in front of Glossy. It rolled gently to and fro with the movement of the ship. 

Glossy sniffed it, hefted it. “Catapult shot?” she ventured.

Marlie flopped into her chair. “That was my first thought, as well, but what’s new about a catapult? Griffins can dodge the shot, so catapults aren’t much used in the islands. Anaroo’s longbow would be more effective in a fight with griffins...” She hesitated. “I assume that this weapon is meant to combat griffins. They’re the one thing that non-grishnards like Culowen don’t have. Griffins are devastating to ships. If this weapon is meant to even the odds between leopons and grishnards, it must be meant to kill griffins.”

Glossy nodded. “Was this used for padding?” she asked, indicating large squares of woolly sheepskin. 

“I think so,” said Marlie. “It was wrapped around some of the metal balls. But there were also loads of pegasus pelts, so I’m not sure why the senders thought they needed extra padding. I think the pegasus pelts were included mostly to bulk up the crates. The metal and powder is heavy, and the feather pelts filled up the remaining space without adding much weight.”

Glossy shook her head. “Anything else?”

“Some wooden handles... Oh, and a large piece of bronze piping—too heavy to drag up here—the sort of thing you’d expect to see in an aqueduct or sewer.”

Glossy frowned. “There must be more to it.”

Marlie nodded. “I only opened six crates. There are fourteen more.” She stopped herself from adding that Ackleby had been worried about the metal balls rolling around and punching a hole in the side of the ship. Creevy had whined about the mess. From now on, they wanted Marlie to repack and reassemble each crate before opening another. It would be slow going.

On the floor, the jaguar yawned and rolled onto his back, revealing an immensity of creamy, spotted belly. Your people might have a thing or two to say about fighting griffins, thought Marlie. On an impulse, she said, “Theseus, where did you grow up?”

The jaguar opened one yellow eye and looked at her upside down. “The coastal forests of the Lawless Lands.” His accent did remind her of people from that region, but it included a curious lilt that Marlie didn’t recognize.

“Did you know any of your own shelts? Any jagers?”

Theseus closed his eyes. “No, madam. I was raised by hunti.”

Marlie blinked. She had interrogated countless shelts and a fair number of talking animals with her father and Culowen. She’d also questioned no small number of suspects for the Maijhan Sea Watch. She had seen shelts and animals deliver all manner of truth and falsehood under every kind of pressure. The thing about lies, Marlie reflected, is that they come out more smoothly than the truth. Practiced lies require less thought. The truth is messy. Lies are simple.

Marlie was certain that Theseus was lying. More telling still was the way that Belvedere frowned at his book. He didn’t look up, didn’t say a word. Still... Theseus is lying, thought Marlie, and Belvedere knows it. Interesting.

*  *  *  *
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ANAROO SKIPPED HER evening target practice and beat Silas to the keelhead basket by more than half a watch. When he arrived near sunset, he had to climb around her on the albatross’s beak, golden paws stepping almost in her lap. “Evening, Anaroo.” He peered at the book in her hands. “Is that from the crates?”

“Mmm-hum.” She was smiling into the pages. 

Silas dropped down into the basket. “Most zeds I’ve met couldn’t read.”

“Gwain taught me,” said Anaroo, turning another page. The book was bound in leather and printed on some of the finest paper she’d ever seen. Most books in Wefrivain were hand-written on vellum. Paper was used for more ephemeral purposes. Gwain had been working on better paper for his printing machines ever since Anaroo had known him. Vellum was too thick and expensive to run through the machines. The paper she now held was sturdy without being bulky, and the words were clear, readable, and uniform. The book had been printed, not written.

In addition, there were occasional wood-cut drawings, probably made with a stamp. These included amusing caricatures, anecdotes, and jokes, mocking the wyvern gods of Wefrivain. “His style has changed,” muttered Anaroo. “Gwain is smart, but not usually funny.” She thought for a moment and added, “Not on purpose.”

Silas worked on his pipe. “That would be Silveo, I imagine.”

Anaroo looked down at him. “Is he funny?”

“He’s as amusing as he is dangerous...or he was when I knew him.”

“He wasn’t very funny in the dungeon,” muttered Anaroo.

“Was he the one who interrogated you?” asked Silas.

Anaroo pursed her lips. “He was there, and he did a lot of the talking, but someone else...” She shook her head. She didn’t want to think about that. Instead, she leafed back through the book and read aloud, “Wyverns are not immortal, despite what their holy text suggests. Indeed, their skins are part of a lucrative underground trade. Wyvern skin is said to have magical properties. The author of this text has been unable to identify any of these properties, although it is certainly easy to transform wyvern skin into gold at any tannery outside the crescent.”

Silas smiled.

“Then,” continued Anaroo, “the woodcut scene says, ‘What’s the difference between a wyvern and a reef shark?’”

“Number of teeth?” suggested Silas.

“About four hundred cowries on the black market.”

Silas laughed.

Anaroo turned over a few more pages and read, “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.”

Anaroo looked up. “That’s pure Gwain. But then we have the woodcut. A grishnard asks at the Temple, ‘For which of my many virtues have I been made ruler of the islands, O Great Lord?’ And the wyvern looks peevish and says, ‘You don’t taste very good.’”

Silas barked a laugh. Anaroo grinned and shut the book. It was getting dark. She saw that the pipe he’d lit was for poppy. Its long, polished body of wood and metal gleamed in the light of the setting sun, full of sinuous curves like smoke. He offered it to her. Anaroo almost didn’t take it...but then she did. She breathed in the smoke, held it, felt the subtle change as her mind and body uncoiled.

She handed the pipe back to Silas, coughed. After a moment, he said, “Do you have family on Maijha Minor?”

Anaroo looked out over the sea. “I did. Before the plague. I don’t know now.” She realized how indifferent that must sound and hastened to add. “I had several mates, but they moved on years ago when I started sailing with the Defiance. We don’t linger over such things on Maijha Minor. Everything changes from hunting season to hunting season.”

Silas leaned back, his elbows on the basket rail, looking up at her. “Children?”

“Oh, yes.” Anaroo waved her hand. “But that was so long ago...”

Silas passed her the pipe again. Anaroo took it and then said, “You panauns have the luxury of getting attached to your children. On Maijha Minor, we just try to keep up with the hunters. We have five or six kids in our teens, help raise them in our twenties, and most of us don’t reach thirty.”

Silas cocked his head. “How old are you, then?”

Anaroo leaned back and drew in the smoke. “Well...if you’re right and I was captured two years ago...that makes me thirty-seven.” She could not help pausing to marvel at that statement. “Our tribe had eight hundred and twenty six people when last I knew them. Only perhaps a dozen were older than I am now...”

She passed the pipe back down to Silas. “In my tribe, if you reach thirty, you’re an elder. You’ve done your duty, borne children, raised them, hunted and fished and gathered and killed. In your teens and twenties, you belong to the tribe, but if you reach thirty...you can please yourself. Some of us teach. Some go on pilgrimages—quests for glory, treasure, or revenge. I went with the Defiance.” She shook her head. “I cannot believe I am so ancient.”

Silas laughed, but she thought he sounded sad. “You’re not old, Anaroo.”

“Old for a zed.” She knew a little bitterness crept into her voice, then, but she didn’t really feel it. She felt light and warm and peaceful. She squinted down at Silas. “What about you? Surely you must have some family in the islands?”

Silas smiled. “Only this.” He thumped his palm against the basket, presumably to indicate the ship. He hesitated. “And this.” He held up the poppy pipe.

Anaroo frowned. “You are the product of an airship and a poppy pipe? That must have been an exceedingly strange mating.”

Silas nearly choked on the smoke. He kept laughing for a moment. Anaroo knew it was the poppy as much as anything, but she felt pleased to have amused him. “Pray, which was your mother and which was your father?”

Silas shook his head. “I was born in the Channel Islands—disputed territory between Merdent and Sern. Sometimes, we were in the Lawless Lands, and sometimes we were part of Wefrivain—lots of trade goods passing through, people from everywhere. One day, when I was seven, an airship anchored in our harbor.” Silas shook his head. “I was lost from the moment I saw her.”

Anaroo thought for a moment. “Wasn’t that a strange goal...for a leon?”

Silas waved his pipe. “It was mad. Everyone told me I would end up a slave or worse. Airships are an anomaly of Wefrivain. They’re expensive, something for the elite. All the captains are grishnards and so are most of the crews.”

“So you signed on as a grishnard?”

Silas inclined his head. He turned away from her and looked out at the darkening sea. Anaroo thought that, if not for the poppy, he would have gone quiet, but poppy made him chatty. “I wasn’t careful at first. I was twelve when I came aboard. The captain knew what I was, but he liked me. I worked hard. I studied. 

“By the time I was twenty, though, I was spending quite a bit of the winter off-season with the ladies of various ports. I was spending all my money on them, too, but that wasn’t the real problem. An elderly airship captain sat me down one day.” Silas paused.

Anaroo was silent, curious.

“He told me that I had the makings of the best airship captain he’d ever seen. But he said I’d never have my own ship if I kept catting around. He talked about the law in great detail...including the very real possibility of being branded, hanged, or sold as a slave for misrepresenting myself as a grishnard...particularly as I also flirted with debt. He talked about the horror and hypocrisy of having to keep slaves when you are, yourself, in danger of becoming one. He told me that I would be much happier if I made my true species known, gave up the airships, and took up sailing on waterborne vessels, perhaps along the coast of the Lawless Lands, where there are populations of leons. ‘Find a wife of your own species,’ he said. ‘Be a wealthy merchant and have fat babies.’”

Silas drew a long breath. “I said no. I would have an airship or die trying.”

Anaroo nodded. She approved of bravery.

“He said, ‘Very well,’ and then he told me that he was a leon. I was shocked. I had no idea. He handed me my first poppy pipe. He said, ‘Let this be your lover and friend and family. Let it be your confidant and comforter. Every three or four days, no more. It won’t fix everything, but it will take the edge off.’”

There was a moment of silence, broken only by the creak of the rigging high overhead. Silas blew a haze of faintly sweet smoke into the wind. “He was right.”

Anaroo tried to decide whether this was truly brave or a kind of cowardice. It was certainly terribly lonely. “Was it...worth the sacrifice?”

Silas shrugged. “I wouldn’t have my ship otherwise.” 

“Don’t you find that the poppy gets out of control?” In spite of the buzzing euphoria, she knew she would have a headache tomorrow.

“It has a few times,” said Silas. “I always manage to put the beast back in its cage.”

Anaroo frowned. After a moment, she ventured. “Do you ever sail back to your islands? The ones where you were born?”

Silas shook his head.

Anaroo felt as though she’d accidentally said something unkind. “Where do you winter?” she asked suddenly.

Silas turned back around. He studied her for a moment, his face difficult to read amid the shadows. “Ashbeak, usually, although I’ll thank you not to mention it to the Sea Watch.”

Anaroo smiled. “Of course not. Maijhan waters?”

“Yes.” He was still looking at her. “Why do you ask?”

Anaroo had had some vague idea of suggesting she might visit, but a flash of lights in the water below drew her up short. Silas caught her change of expression and turned to look over the edge of the basket. “Seven hells...” he muttered.

Anaroo jumped down and joined him at the rail. They were passing over a large number of ships—more than she could easily count in the afterglow of the sunset. They all seemed to be sailing in roughly the same direction as the Albatross, though a little more to the east. 

A moment later, there was a thump of hurrying footsteps from the keel passage. Creevy’s voice came, muffled. “Silas... There’s something you ought to see.”

“Well, come on, then!” called Silas.

“I am terribly sorry to bother you,” continued Creevy, who probably hadn’t heard his captain over the sound of his own booming voice.

Silas’s ears flattened. “I am bothered only by shouted conversations! Come out here!”

“It’s just that we’re floating over some kind of navy,” continued Creevy, oblivious.

Silas rolled his eyes. To Anaroo, he said, “He is convinced that we are making passionate love down here.”

Anaroo gave a surprised snort of laughter. 

“Everyone is wearing clothes!” bawled Silas in the direction of the passage. “Not that it would mean anything if we weren’t,” he muttered to Anaroo, “you being so indifferent to such things.”

Creevy’s head popped into view, and he climbed out onto the albatross’s beak. A moment later, he dropped into the basket, still apologizing for the interruption. Silas snatched the proffered telescope, muttering something about being shouted at on his own ship. They act like an old married couple, thought Anaroo. She almost made the observation aloud, but thought better of it, poppy notwithstanding.

All three grew quiet as they examined the situation below. It was difficult to make out details in the near-darkness, but they did seem to be sailing over some kind of military fleet. “I think I see Lord Terrance’s pennant,” said Silas at last, peering through the telescope.

“I know I saw Halliard’s,” said Creevy.

Anaroo did not know the names, and she didn’t like to appear ignorant.

“Large holdings of Mance,” said Silas, as though reading her thoughts. 

Creevy was shaking his head. “Either some very large holdings are going to war with each other...or the king is calling in his lords...or we’re looking at the organized navy of Mance.”

Silas lowered the telescope, and they all stood there for a moment, watching the winking lights of the ships. “Well,” said Silas at last to Anaroo, “your friend’s book seems to have worked. The Temple has lost its hold on the islands.”

Creevy laughed. “Trouble is, we didn’t much like each other before the wyverns came.”

And yet, thought Anaroo, here we stand—a faun, a leon, and a grishnard—working together to get home. That was the heart of Gwain’s book. Anyone who thought it said anything else wasn’t paying attention.
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Chapter 24. Sabotage
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Silas dreamed that night of his house upon the cliffs above the green valley on Ashbeak. He dreamed of the massive cave that he used as an airship hangar—the cool, bright winter days spent hammering and sawing, refitting and innovating, painting and experimenting. He dreamed that he came down to work on the keelhead basket one day, and there was Anaroo, lounging in the curve of the albatross’s beak as though she’d never left.

“I told you I would come to visit.”

“No,” he whispered, “you never said that at all.”

In the dream, she was wearing nothing but butterflies—living butterflies in flashing shades of metallic blue and green and mother-of-pearl. They swarmed, dazzling, across her striped skin. As though she were not dazzling enough without them. She looked at him with her mismatched eyes and that proud tilt to her chin and said, “I can’t hide what I am. I don’t even try.”

Then, to his horror, he saw that the butterflies had caught fire. Anaroo was flailing amid bright, fluttering streaks. He climbed towards her along the albatross’s neck, but it was no use. He would never reach her in time. She was going to fall or burn or both...

Ding-ding, ding-ding, ding-ding, ding-ding! 

The furious clanging of a bell woke him—the alarm bell. Silas was out of bed before his mind fully processed what he was doing. The disturbing clarity of the poppy dream still lingered like a second layer on his vision, but the part of his brain that was always alert to his ship had registered both the alarm and the smell of smoke. Real smoke.

Silas didn’t even stop for  trousers. He snatched last night’s shirt off the stand and shrugged it over his head as he tore out of the room, through his office, down the hall, past his stateroom and out the cabin door. Whoever was ringing the bell had enough presence of mind to give the location.

That was good. It meant that the ship wasn’t in a state of abject panic. Not yet. Silas didn’t hear any explosions, either. The deck was cloud-foggy, and Silas didn’t stop to see who was ringing the bell in the waist of the ship. He checked himself just long enough to make sure he had the location right—a pause, followed by four sharp clangs—the hold.

Then he leapt down the hatch, taking the stairs two at a time. Once he was on the lower deck, it was easy to follow the smoke and the shouting. He reached the area of the cargo hold just a little after Gus must have reached it, because his first mate was in the act of tipping reservoir barrels across the floor. They were located at intervals in the hold for just such an occasion. Cargo was the most unstable, unknown, and potentially flammable thing that the Albatross carried, apart from cooking supplies.

Silas joined him in cutting open and flinging sacks of sand onto the smoldering remains of the fire. It was difficult to tell exactly what was happening, because the fire seemed to have produced a great deal more smoke than flame. An overpowering odor like rotten eggs filled the hold. Silas registered it without paying much attention to the smell. A single swinging lantern from further forward gave the only illumination.

After a few frantic moments of throwing sand and running into people, Silas backed up against the hull to assess the situation. It was clear to him that the fire was under control...if, indeed, it had ever been truly out of control. There was no danger of its reaching the bellies of the light-gas bladders overhead.

“Stop!” he barked. “Everybody, stay where you are. Gus, get me a light!”

A moment later, the tame glow of a ship’s lantern revealed the entire crew of the Scarlet Albatross—including Marlie, Glossy, Belvedere, and even the jaguar, together with all of the faun and grishnard sailors—looking shaken and smudged with sooty smoke. They were standing around a mass of charred feathers and blackened leather, strewn with sand and now saturated with water, a short distance away from the crates.

Silas’s heart-thumping anxiety gave way to creeping suspicion. He could see it on Gus’s face, too. He began to walk around the smoldering mess, feeling more certain and more angry with every breath of foul-smelling, smoky air. “What is the meaning of this?!” he thundered. 

His eyes darted around the group. He saw that the panauns looked at him, baffled, but the fauns looked away. He could feel himself bristling all over. “This—was—sabotage,” he snarled. “And I will know who did it. I will know, or I will put every one of you off my ship.”

Gus was trawling grimly through the blackened debris. “They tried to burn the cured meat,” he said flatly, “along with a bunch of pegasus pelts.”

Silas could feel the headache from smoking poppy and not having adequately slept it off. They tried to burn my ship. I have done everything in my power to be fair to them...and they tried to burn my ship!

He massaged his temples, taking slow breaths. Then, with ferocious calm, he pointed at Glossy and Belvedere, both in their night shirts. “You, go to your cabin.” He glanced at the jaguar. “You, join them.” He was pretty sure the animal had been sleeping in their cabin anyway. He pointed at Marlie, who’d managed to pull on  trousers and shirt, though the shirt was inside out and backwards. “You, get up there and take watch duty until you’re relieved.” He glanced at Marmot and Lark. He was all but certain that they had had nothing to do with it, either. “Marmot, were you steering?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then go take the wheel.”

“Sir—” began Lark, but Silas shot him such a glare that he snapped his mouth shut and adopted a parade stance.

Silas turned back to the fauns. Four of them were standing very still, not meeting his eyes, but Anaroo was walking around the remains of the fire, poking at things. Silas decided to ignore her. He was certain that she was not the culprit.

All of the fauns were in various states of undress. Except... Silas walked right up to the group, pushed Hawthorn and Stubs aside, and dragged forward the smallest of the fauns—the mangy-looking blue, Cobalt. He was the only faun wearing both  trousers and shirt. The only one not roused from bed. Needles made an indignant choking noise, but Cobalt came mutely.

Silas gripped him by the arm and glared into his face. “Were you on watch?” he demanded.

“No, sir, I was,” said Lark behind him. He was also wearing  trousers and shirt.

“Oh, so the grishnards are believed, but the fauns must be liars?” said Needles.

Silas’s eyes shot up. “You were not addressed!” he thundered. He could feel Gus looming on the corner of his vision, ready for a fight if that’s what it came to, but Needles subsided. Silas returned his attention to Cobalt. “Answer me.”

“Not on watch,” whispered the faun, his eyes not meeting Silas’s.

“Did you start this fire?” asked Silas between clenched teeth.

“Yes.”

Silas released him in disgust, and Cobalt dropped to his knees.

“If we run him up the yardarm, we won’t have enough people to sail the ship,” muttered Gus.

Silas threw up his hands, “If the ship explodes, it won’t matter! Put him in irons, and we’ll figure out what to do with him tomorrow.”

Anaroo spoke at last. “It wasn’t sabotage.” 

Silas turned, unwillingly, to look at her. She was once more serenely naked, completely unselfconscious. She had risen from the ashes and was dusting herself off. “It wasn’t sabotage,” she said again. “It was a funeral pyre.”

A faint murmur rose from the other fauns—more like a collective sigh than like words. “He actually tried to make a firebreak,” she continued. “You can see where he circled the whole thing in saturated bed linen.” She poked at some desiccated gray shrouds around the edges of the mass. “He thought it would just be a little pyre. But somehow it got away from him.”

“A funeral pyre?” said Gus with flat disbelief.

Anaroo scowled at him. “On Maijha Minor, we have a saying: ‘When a warrior dies, she dies in flames.’ Captive fauns do it, too. Even you people burn your dead.”

Silas was watching Cobalt, who’d finally raised his eyes from the deck. “It was s-so bright,” he whispered. “I d-didn’t know...”

“Didn’t know that light-gas explodes?” demanded Silas. “Didn’t know that fires aboard any ship are deadly? Can you really be so stupid?”

“He was raised in a cage!” snarled Anaroo.

Gus was waving his hand. “Just a moment. Anaroo, these are pegasus pelts. I know the meat is questionable, but a funeral pyre for pegasus...? Did Cobalt even know any pegasus?”

“No,” snapped Anaroo, “but he knew his family.” She reached into the charred pile and flung out a singed, feathered pelt of a striking deep blue. It took Silas a moment to realize that the pelt was complete—not torn, not a piece of a larger whole—and it was much too small to have come from a pegasus.

A foal...? But he knew. He knew what it was. The worst part was how the fauns didn’t react, just looked at the deck.

Silas felt the rage begin to drain away. His headache reasserted itself, and the light from the lantern suddenly seemed to have a knife-like intensity. He passed a hand over his eyes. “We’re not going to run him up the yardarm. He will have to be punished, but...”

“Punished how?” demanded Anaroo. “Are you going to beat him, Silas? Starve him? Make him do some grueling, thankless task?”

Silas’s eyes shot to hers. The fury came thumping back. How dare you use my given name here? “I will have order on my ship,” he said, in a voice that cracked with his effort to control it.

“He was punished long before he did anything wrong,” growled Anaroo, matching his tone. “If you need to punish someone, punish me. I will take responsibility for him and for the fire.” She was almost in Silas’s face now, and she attempted to interpose her body between Silas and Cobalt.

Silas would not back down. “You are out of order,” he snarled. “You presume too much on my goodwill, Anaroo.”

“Maybe you presume too much on mine,” she hissed.

Gus spoke. Silas could tell that he was trying to figure out how to intervene without appearing to supersede his captain. “Punishment for serious, but non-malicious infractions is usually flogging.” When Silas and Anaroo continued to glare at each other without speaking, Gus gathered some confidence and went on. “This was a bad scare, but no one was hurt.” He tried to laugh. “We even got a good fire drill out of it. I think we can say ten lashes and move on.”

“Go ahead,” said Anaroo without taking her eyes off Silas. “Beat me. I’ll not move.”

“We will punish the person responsible for the crime,” said Silas in clipped tones. I am trying to maintain control of these fauns. If I let you take their punishments, that will have the opposite effect. They will hold you in even higher regard and despise me for hurting you. A small part of his mind also made the observation that the idea of beating her turned his stomach. Looking into her eyes, he was certain that she knew this and was using it to her advantage. The thought only made him more furious.

Gus sounded a little desperate. “Flogging is witnessed by the ship’s company at the mainmast in the daytime. Infractions of this type do not usually require confinement. We can all go to bed and convene in the morning. If that is acceptable, sir.”

With an effort, Silas dragged his eyes away from Anaroo’s to assess the attitude of the fauns. He saw, with a mixture of relief and embarrassment, that they did not look sullen or mutinous. They looked miserable, with eyes downcast, ears drooping. Like children watching their parents squabble, was the first thought through his head.

Cobalt had not attempted to rise and was still crouching on the deck. Silas was suddenly conscious of how ridiculous they all looked—Anaroo naked, he in his shirt hanging halfway to his knees, Gus in his trousers and nothing else, the fauns half-dressed. You would think we were a family-owned merchant ship having a group spat. 

Silas shut his eyes and took a deep breath. He attempted to set aside everything that had just happened and focus on what mattered—the preservation of the ship. “I know you all have grievances and frustrations,” he said, looking around at everyone except Anaroo. “But taking those things into your own hands in a place like this could have disastrous consequences. If I have come across as unapproachable...” Don’t apologize. That will seem weak. “...that was not my intent. In the future, you will bring things of this nature to me. I will attempt to remedy them in some way that will not result in fiery death for us all.”

To his consternation, Silas heard Cobalt sniffling on the floor. He went on hurriedly, “Lark, please relieve Marlie on watch. The rest of you, return to your beds and proceed through your watches in the accustomed order.” Silas turned, still without looking at Anaroo, and walked stiffly back to his cabin.
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Chapter 25. A Manner of Burning
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Bang, bang, thump, rattle! Silas jerked awake. Light was streaming in through his cabin window—horrible, golden, sharp-edged sunlight. He growled and tried to curl up again, but he could already hear Gus stomping around in his office, apparently trying to be as noisy as possible. A smell drifted into the room—eggs and fried eel and...coffee?

Silas sat up. He recollected suddenly that he was supposed to be steering this morning. He jumped out of bed, cursing, to pull on clothes—all his clothes this time, including his dress jacket, which gave him a more forbidding and formal appearance. He ran a brush through his hair, attempted to make the cowlicks lie down, and then emerged into his office, looking like a storm cloud. Gus had already gone. There was no food to be seen, and Silas strode on through the door and down the short hall. As he was passing the stateroom, Gus’s voice boomed out, “Ahoy, there, Skipper! Reef up your topsails and come about. I made coffee.” 

Silas poked his head into the room, glaring. “I’m supposed to be at the wheel.”

Gus laughed. “Oh, that was a watch ago. I already did your shift. Marmot’s there now. Come eat.”

Silas stared at him. “Couldn’t you wake me?”

“I didn’t try. Come on. It’s getting cold.”

Silas came into the room, feeling both embarrassed and angry for being put at a disadvantage. However, the food and, most of all, the coffee improved his impression of the world. Gus did not try to talk to him as he ate. Finally, Silas said, “I didn’t think we had any coffee left.”

“I got some from the ocelons. Surprise?” Gus set a saucer of tea beside his mug. “Drink that, too.”

Silas didn’t ask what it was. He knew perfectly well. Willow bark. So that’s why you were rummaging about my office.

“I know where you keep it,” said Gus patiently. “Come on, just drink it, and we’ll all have a better day.”

Silas drank it, reflecting that he had clearly lost all of his dignity as a captain and that he should perhaps reconsider a career in dockyard painting. 

“Should I send some to Anaroo as well?” asked Gus with a twinkle. 

Probably. Silas eyed him balefully. “I cannot have her getting between me and the fauns.” I cannot have her calling me by my given name in front of the others.

“Agreed. But I think we were all a little tightly-wound last night. Let’s see how things stand this morning.”

At that moment, there was a tap on the door that led to the quarterdeck. Gus stood up and went into the hall to open it. Silas heard Marlie’s voice, “Excuse me, but could I have a word?”

“Captain will be on deck shortly.”

“I’ll speak with her, Gus,” called Silas.

A moment later, Marlie came padding into the room. She was an innocent-looking creature to have so nearly destroyed them, with a fall of dark brown ringlets, jewel-green eyes, and the facial stripes typical of ocelons. Marlie came straight to the point. “I heard that one of the fauns set the fire last night because he thought he saw shavier skins among the pegasus pelts.”

Silas inclined his head.

“I believe that he accidentally included one of the bags of powder amongst the pelts he was trying to burn,” continued Marlie. “That’s why there was so much black smoke and sulfur smell. It’s probably why the fire wasn’t as small and tame as he expected.”

Silas sipped his coffee. He’d almost forgotten the horrible smell, but he recalled it vividly now. Sulfur. Yes. “Why would the powder cause that?”

“Because it’s part of the weapon,” said Marlie, her bright eyes glittering. “Glossy and I assessed it, and we both thought it would burn or even explode, but I didn’t dare test it.”

Gus harrumphed.

“Thank you for that,” said Silas.

“I was wondering whether you would allow me to interview the faun about what he saw when he tried to burn the pelts,” she continued. “No one will tell me exactly which faun it was, and I don’t want to hurt him. I just want to talk to him.”

Gus looked suddenly thoughtful. “We could call him in here, make a show of it... Do you think word has circulated that Marlie is some kind of torturer?”

Marlie looked suddenly irritated. 

Silas considered. “That might work. Yes, call him in.”

Moments later, Cobalt was sitting rigidly at the end of the table. Silas could tell, upon closer inspection, that his hair and feathers would be a deep, arresting blue, possibly with gold edging, if they hadn’t been so sparse. His eyes were blue, too, although he rarely raised them. He was wearing plain sailcloth without any of the little adornments that the other fauns had begun sewing into their clothes. Like all of the paler-skinned fauns, he was tanned from the sun and lean-muscled from working on the capstan, but he was not tall or broad. He was barely large enough for a capstan slave. He also lacked any personal presence and appeared to be trying to shrink in on himself.

With food and coffee in his stomach and the remains of the headache dispersed by the willow bark, Silas could not muster even the pretense of anger. “Master Cobalt,” he said, “Marlie has some questions for you about the fire. I want you to answer her truthfully. No one is going to hurt you. When we’re finished, you are to leave this room looking very grave and chastened. If anyone asks, you are to tell them that you have been punished for last night’s arson, and you are to give no further details. If I find you have spoken with more candor, you will get twenty lashes at the mainmast. I must have order on my ship. Do I make myself clear?”

Cobalt raised his eyes midway through this speech. His head was bobbing before Silas finished. “Yes. Oh, yes, sir. I will. I mean, I won’t. I’ll do as you say. I’m s-sorry about the fire. I didn’t mean to make anything explode. I’m s-sorry.”

Silas raised his hand to stop the flow of words. He nodded at Marlie, who leaned forward and said, “Cobalt...pardon this digression—this isn’t what I wanted to talk to you about—but have you been checked for lice?”

He looked miserable and nodded. His eyes dropped to the table again. “I have been deloused many times, ma’am. My owner decided in the end that it was the stress that makes my feathers fall out and there was no cure. I am sorry for my unseemly appearance.”

Gus muttered, “Well, at least you’re not down there in one of those crates.”

“They usually plucked our feathers,” said Cobalt, “but some of the pelts looked very like... They’re probably not, but they look so like...”

Marlie spoke hurriedly. “I understand. You were trying to burn remains that might have been friends or family. What I want to know is: What did the fire look like and how did it get out of control? I heard that you made a firebreak, but it didn’t work. Did the fire burn hotter or brighter than expected?”

Cobalt’s eyes opened wide. “Oh, yes! It—” He licked his lips. “I’ve seen feathers burned before. They burn pretty fast, but nothing like that. I was working my way through the pile, lighting a little here and there—nice soft, steady glow, and then a patch just went whoosh! Terribly bright, flame leaping straight up...”

Silas winced, thinking of the air bladders that would have been directly overhead in the hold.

Cobalt looked miserable. “There was black smoke, and that horrible smell. Next thing I knew, the alarm bell was clanging, and I didn’t know what to do, so I tried to help put out the fire, but I was afraid for a moment we wouldn’t be able to. Then it died away all of a sudden. Before Master Creevy even got water on it, the fire was almost gone.” He swallowed and looked down again.

“So it didn’t explode,” said Marlie thoughtfully. “It just burned very hot and fast?”

“Yes,” said Cobalt.

Marlie sat back. “Interesting.”

There was a moment of silence. “Do you have any other questions for him?” asked Gus.

Marlie shook her head. “I have plenty of questions, but not for him. Thank you, Cobalt.” She looked at Gus, and Silas saw a returning flash of hostility. “Would you like me to make a performance? Shall I have some mysterious instruments brought? Would you like Cobalt to scream a bit?”

Cobalt looked alarmed, and Marlie said, “In show, my friend.”

Gus chuckled and shook his head. “That’s up to the skipper.”

Silas set down his empty coffee cup. “No, I believe this is enough. Although mind what I said, Cobalt. I was not joking.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Silas was relieved when Cobalt left the cabin without weeping. When Marlie had gone as well, he said, “I am tempted to throw all that black powder overboard.”

“I think that would endanger our deal with the Maijhan Sea Watch,” said Gus.

“I know,” muttered Silas. “Why did we ever agree to make this late-season run?”

“Money!”

“Money,” agreed Silas, as though it were a venereal disease.

“And Culowen,” said Gus more seriously.

“And that.”

“You...uh, want me to call Anaroo in for a visit?”

Silas stood up without looking at him. “Why would I want that?”

Gus sighed. “No idea, Skipper. You gonna take your turn at the wheel this afternoon?”

“Of course,” muttered Silas and stalked out of the room.
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Chapter 26. Bravery
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Silas was at the wheel when Anaroo went through her target practice that day. She was getting noticeably better, hitting the center more often than not, even from odd angles throughout the ship. In addition, he thought she was hitting it harder than usual. She drove one arrow all the way through the target into the bulwark behind. We’ll be all day repairing that when we get into port. The arrow could not be easily removed and she didn’t try, breaking it off with a savage kick of her hoof. 

She didn’t look at Silas or speak to him. She was, at least, wearing clothes.

That evening, he did not expect to see her in the keelhead basket. He wanted, absurdly and desperately, to smoke poppy. A day apart? No, sir. At times like this, he envisioned his addiction as a whining, unreasonable child. No, you cannot have that. I know you want it, but you cannot have it.

The weather had turned foul, and he’d brought his waterproof cards. It wasn’t quite raining yet, but wind buffeted the ship, and he could see squalls out across the darkening sea. Silas lit the stern lantern and played by its light as the sun set behind the clouds.

He was taken by surprise when Anaroo dropped down into the basket. He had not heard her approach. But she knew the way now, and the wind was making whistling and snapping noises amid the rigging, muffling footfalls. She did not speak, and neither did Silas. After a moment, though, she sat down across from him. Silas shrugged and redealt the cards. 

They played, still in silence, apart from the sounds of the uneasy wind. Silas won, as usual, but Anaroo kept playing. He watched her as he won hand after hand. Is this what it means to be a faun in Wefrivain? To keep losing over and over again, but still keep playing? Keep picking up your cards? Is that what true bravery looks like?

Finally, he said, “Do you want me to tell you what you’re doing wrong?”

Anaroo allowed an unhurried pause. “No.”

Silas nodded. That’s a little too much insult to injury.

Her next words shocked him. “I want you to teach me to steer.” She glanced up from the cards. Her face had a closed expression, but she was at least talking and looking him in the eyes.

Silas had to repress the ridiculous urge to leap up and escort her to the wheel now, this very instant. He forced himself to make a suitably considering pause and then said, “Alright.”

Anaroo looked down at her cards again. “Is it much different from steering a waterborne ship?”

“Somewhat. There are two rudders—one vertical, one horizontal—pectoral sails, the ballonets, and a few other things. Here.” He tossed down his cards. “Come look at the spring-sails while there’s still a little light. You can actually see them best from down here.”

They both stood up, and Silas proceeded to point out the ship’s two rudders, her pectoral sails—controlled entirely by the ship’s great gears—her flaps, and the region of her ballonet ports. He knew he was babbling, but Anaroo turned her attention wherever he pointed and nodded solemnly while he explained the function of every spar and pulley in mind-numbing detail. When he could think of absolutely nothing more to add, he fell silent. It had grown too dark to see the sails in any detail.

Anaroo had said nothing while he talked, and he wondered whether he had overestimated her degree of interest. Probably. By several leagues.

She rested her elbows on the rail beside him for a while, looking out over the sea. There were ships’ lights in the distance, though none directly below. Finally, she said, “You don’t have many friends, do you?”

It was an impertinent question, but Silas had expected something worse and sooner. “I suppose not.”

“I cannot imagine why,” said Anaroo, deadpan, still looking at the ocean.

Silas started to laugh. Anaroo glanced at him sidelong and finally smirked. Silas got himself under control and folded his hands on the railing. He saw a flash of stars through the racing clouds overhead, and it was beautiful.

“You didn’t think I’d come,” said Anaroo.

Silas glanced at his hands. “No, I did not.” He hesitated. “We didn’t hurt Cobalt.”

“I know.”

Silas felt deeply irritated. “He told you?”

“Oh, no. He looked as scared as... Well, he always looks like a hunted animal, but he looks ready to wet himself every time anyone mentions it.”

Silas looked puzzled. “Then how did you—?”

Anaroo threw her hands up. “Because I spend evenings with you losing at cards!”

It was not an explanation, but Silas let it pass. After a moment, he said, “Don’t call me Silas in front of the crew.”

She turned to look at him, her blue eye glinting in the starlight. “Is that what had you so angry?”

“That and the headache,” muttered Silas.

Anaroo grimaced. “Oh, gods, the headache! How do you stand it? I am never smoking poppy again!”

“It’s not usually so bad if you get a full night’s sleep afterward,” said Silas. “Willow bark tea also helps. Gus practically poured it down my throat this morning. I should have sent you some. Is it still bad? I can go get some right now...”

Anaroo waved her hand. “No, it’s gone. Target practice helped.” She thought for a moment. “In my tribe, we don’t use many honorifics. Everyone is just their name.”

“Well, we use them in the rest of the crescent,” said Silas. “And I’m sure you can pin me to the deck with an arrow any time you please, but until then, I’ll thank you to call me sir or captain or skipper in front of the crew.”

Anaroo shrugged. “Alright, Skipper.” Her smile broadened. “And I won’t pin you to the deck. Not with an arrow, anyway.” She pushed back from the rail. “Goodnight.”

Silas stared after her as she made her way back up the albatross’s neck. Was that intended as a...? He couldn’t even finish the thought. Surely not. He knew he ought to go to bed as well. I’ll be damned if I let Gus take any more of my shifts. But he stayed in the basket for a little while longer, watching the clouds and humming an old sailing song. 
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Chapter 27. Warmer and Warmer
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“Belvedere!” called Marlie.

The child’s head poked over the edge of the crosstree platform. He wasn’t actually on watch, just lounging. Theseus was draped over the spar, for all the world like a jaguar on the limb of a tree in the deep jungle. Belvedere’s little face looked down at her, his stripe of fox-red hair dangling out of its tie. “Yes?”

“I want to talk to you,” said Marlie. “It’s about the fire. Can you come down to the hold with me for a moment?”

She could tell she’d made him curious. He pattered down the ratlines as nimbly as any sailor. Theseus merely jumped down with a tremendous thump that made the captain at the wheel frown. “I didn’t burn anything,” said Belvedere cautiously.

“I know. But you spent a lot of time around the crates, and I wanted to ask you about some of the stuff inside. Will you come and look at it with me?” And will your friend come, too?

Yes, Belvedere would come, with Theseus padding silently behind him. The hold was a little dim today with storm clouds darkening the sky outside. The light shining through the walls seemed subdued and sleepy. There was only a trace of blackening on the polished boards a little forward of the crates—the only reminder of the near-disaster of two nights ago, at least from a grishnard’s point of view. Marlie could still smell the sulfur. Belvedere and Theseus could surely smell it, too, but no one mentioned it.

Marlie walked up to the only crate that remained partially open and pulled out a cotton sack of black powder the size of her fist, along with one of the bulky leather bags full of scrap and chain. She also fished out one of the larger metal balls. She set them down in front of the foxling. “Do you know what I do for a living, Belvedere?”

He crouched to examine the objects. “You’re a healer?”

Marlie sat down across from him. “Sometimes.”

“Mother says you work for the Maijhan Port Authority,” ventured Belvedere.

“I do. I’m a tracker. Often, I track down criminals who want to hurt people.”

Belvedere rolled the metal ball back and forth across the floor between his hands. “Is Captain Ackleby a criminal?”

Marlie gave a surprised snort of laughter. “Yes, but not the kind who hurts people.” Not directly, anyway. “Mostly, he doesn’t pay all the taxes he’s supposed to, but I wasn’t here for him. I was here for this.” She waved her hands at the crates. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Theseus. He’d laid down a few paces away, eyes half closed, giving every impression of boredom.

“Because there’s some kind of a weapon in them?” asked Belvedere.

“Some people think this is a weapon, yes.”

Belvedere nodded. He continued to roll the black metal ball back and forth between his hands. Back and forth, back and forth. Theseus looked asleep.

“There’s something dangerous in the crates, but I can’t figure out how it works,” said Marlie.

Belvedere nodded. “Something that doesn’t like being kicked.”

Marlie paused. “What was that?” She saw the tip of Theseus’s tail twitch.

Belvedere shook his head. “Nothing.”

Marlie filed this away and kept going. “You have a good nose,” she said. “What do you think of that bag? The powder burns. We know that. It burns very hot and very fast, but it doesn’t explode. How could these things make a weapon?”

Belvedere examined the bags, sniffed them. And all the while, Marlie watched Theseus. One yellow eye had opened, just a slit.

“There has to be more,” muttered Belvedere. 

Marlie shrugged. “Well, there are loads of pegasus pelts, some sheepskin, wooden rods, and books, but I can’t see how that’s part of it. There was one other really heavy thing—a piece of brass pipe.” 

The pipe was so unwieldy that Creevy and Marmot had not been able to wrestle it back into its reinforced crate. In the end, they’d wedged it between the others and planned to work on it later when they could assemble more hands. “If it rolls during a gale, it could go right through the wall,” Creevy had grumbled. “I really wish you hadn’t taken it out of its crate, Marlie.”

Marlie led Belvedere over to the piece of brass piping. Both of Theseus’s eyes were half open now, following them. The pipe was about as long as Belvedere was tall. It had been welded shut at one end and had a little hole about a handbreadth from the welded plug. Marlie wasn’t sure whether the hole was an imperfection or something intentional. She’d been all over the pipe, looking for any sort of mechanism, springs, gears, hidden recesses, or levers. She had found nothing. As far as she could tell, it was an innocent piece of aqueduct piping, with the hole perhaps intended as an air vent. 

Belvedere stroked the smooth surface of the pipe. “It’s kind of pretty,” he said.

Marlie had made many observations, but “pretty” had not been one of them. Belvedere moved to the open end of the pipe. He stuck an arm inside. Marlie knew already that the bore was smooth. “There’s a rumor going around,” said Belvedere. “That you used to hurt people.”

Marlie grew very still.

Then he added something she hadn’t expected. “Like my dad did.”

Slowly, Marlie sat down on the brass pipe. Belvedere looked up at her. “Did you?”

Marlie nodded. Not directly. But she couldn’t bring herself to present the excuse she’d made for Ackleby.

Belvedere ran his fingers over the polished surface. It was pretty, now that she thought about it...although it would certainly tarnish if he kept doing that. “Why did you stop?”

Marlie considered. “My father is a...healer.” Liar. She tried again. “My father is an anatomist. But you probably don’t know what that means.”

Belvedere shook his head, watching her face.

“He’s very interested in the way bodies work. He—” If his papers survive, they’ll name a library after him someday...in one of the great schools on Mance. Belvedere said nothing and after a moment Marlie continued. “He’s also personal secretary to Culowen Reza. We patched people up for him, sometimes, after they’d been...questioned. I was helping him when I was younger than you.” Marlie fell silent. She was terribly afraid Belvedere would ask why she left, but he didn’t.

His eyes fell to the brass pipe again. “Do you miss him? Your dad?”

“Every day.”

Another long silence. “But he was a bad person.”

“He was a complicated person, Belvedere. Most people are.”

Belvedere nodded. “Does he hate you because you left?”

“I don’t know.” I never said goodbye. “I haven’t heard from him in years.” Not unless paintings count.

“Do you wish you could talk to him?” asked Belvedere.

Yes. “I don’t think that’s likely,” said Marlie. She took a deep breath. “People can change. Your dad has, I’m sure. From everything I’ve heard, he’s changed a lot.”

Belvedere dropped his eyes to the gleaming brass. Like many children, he had a habit of fiddling when he was thinking. He took the metal ball that he was still holding in one hand and pushed it absently into the pipe. 

Marlie blinked. The ball fit perfectly. It rolled gently back and forth inside the pipe with the motion of the ship. And behind them, Theseus growled. 

*  *  *  *
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“THESE LEVERS OPEN AND close the butterfly valves for the ballonets,” said Silas. “The ballonets are smaller, room-air bladders inside the light-gas bladders. Room-air weighs more than light-gas. Light-gas expands as we rise and pushes the room-air out passively. If the butterfly valves are wide open, we rise quickly. If we want to level off, we have to shut the butterfly valves. If we want to come down, we have to pump room-air back into the ballonets, which requires energy from the ship’s springs. That’s why the weight of the ship can change, but we still fly. These pedals and levers control the pumps on the butterfly valves.”

Anaroo nodded. She was standing at the wheel with Silas speaking over her shoulder and reaching around her to point at things. “They seem like such small levers to move such large parts of the ship,” she muttered.

Silas laughed. “That’s what the gears and the springs are for. They transmit this,” he flicked a lever...and a moment later, Anaroo felt the ship begin to gently rise. “Into that,” finished Silas. He pulled back on the lever and pressed one of the foot pedals a few times to restore their equilibrium. “As a novice at the wheel, you’re not expected to make decisions about the ballonets, but you need to understand how they work and be able to make adjustments if I ask. Speaking of which... Gus!” he barked. “My number eight butterfly valve is sticking. I noticed it two days ago. Can you put it on the to-do list?”

Creevy was ostensibly working in the rigging overhead, but, really, Anaroo thought he was watching them and trying to eavesdrop. He called back with a note of sarcasm. “Certainly, sir. I’ll get right on that.”

Silas continued to Anaroo. “These fly-wheels and hand-cranks operate the pectoral sails and supernumerary flaps. The steering wheel itself is pretty simple. Right and left are right and left. Now, about the sails...” He proceeded to go on at some length and Anaroo wondered whether she’d made an enormous mistake, but then he said, “You don’t have to remember all of that. Mostly, you have to hold her steady to the wind and make adjustments if it changes.” He continued along a slightly less bewildering line, involving points of sail. Anaroo was on firmer ground here. An airship was not entirely different from a waterborne vessel. 

When Silas had satisfied himself that she understood the basics, he said, “Take the next quarter watch and see how it feels. Small adjustments; that’s all. I’m around; so is Master Creevy. If you’re uncertain, speak up.”

He watched her for a few moments and then ducked into his cabin. Anaroo concentrated on the wheel. Soon after, Creevy clambered down from the mast. Anaroo had the impression that he was grinning, although she kept her attention on the wheel. “Well, that’s a first,” he said. “Silas, flirt? Never seen that before.”

Anaroo shot him a quizzical look. “He’s teaching me to steer.” She expected Creevy to point out that they only had about ten days to Pegasus Bay—barely enough time to become proficient.

Instead, he said, “Well, that’s not how he taught me to steer.”

Anaroo glanced at him sidelong. “How did he teach you?”

“He handed me a book, told me to read it from cover to cover, and meet him on the quarterdeck next morning. He certainly didn’t put his arms around me.”

Anaroo rolled her eyes. 

“I’m not complaining,” continued Creevy with perverse glee. “It would be so good for him.”

“Don’t you have something else to do?” demanded Anaroo.

“I fuck everything; he fucks nothing. It’s not natural.” He glanced at her face and said quickly. “Not that I mean to imply you are a thing...or that you are fu—”

“You could stop talking any time.”

To Anaroo’s intense relief, Silas emerged from his cabin at that moment, waving a jar of something dark. “Here’s that light-weight grease you like. I can get a sling together if—”

“We have a novice pilot at the wheel!” exclaimed Creevy. “We are not going down the side of the ship just now!”

“Well, soon, then. I don’t like it sticking with everything else that’s going on.”

“Soon,” agreed Creevy.

“I can climb,” said Anaroo without looking around. “If climbing is what you need.”

Silas spoke doubtfully. “We’ll see.”

“Here’s something else you may not like,” said Creevy to Silas. “I think Anaroo and I should still do a little fishing or hunting. Cobalt burned all the cured pegasus meat, and I was hoping to use it to supplement the jaguar’s food. Without it... That beast eats a lot of meat. I think we may run out before Pegasus Bay.”
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Chapter 28. Hidden Gears
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Gus was concerned by the next day that he might have been too forthright. It was not in his nature to worry, and when he did, his paroxysms were painfully transparent to everyone around him. By the time they went to forage that afternoon, Gus had offered Anaroo coffee, a new coat, the hunting knife she’d been requesting, any number of hats, and diagrams of the ship with labels and drawings of the many mechanisms that Silas liked to prattle on about.

When the Albatross had anchored and they stepped into the cargo cage with their fishing gear, he produced some dried pineapple he’d been saving. Anaroo’s striped tail twitched irritably. “You can stop apologizing.”

Gus pretended not to hear. “It’s sweet. Have you had it before? Here, try some.”

The jaguar paced into the cage, making it creak and sway. Gus had not been excited about the animal’s coming, but Theseus had pointed out that he was better at catching his own food than any of them, which must certainly be true. Silas had said yes, so there wasn’t much Gus could do. “You must pay attention to the time,” he’d told the animal. “Don’t run off where we can’t find you.” It is imperative that we get you to Culowen in one piece.

As they descended towards the little uninhabited numerary that Silas had identified as an acceptable foraging spot, Gus decided that it would be difficult to lose Theseus there, at least. The tiny island was little more than dunes with some shrubbery and a sandbar stretching in a great swath around it. Off to the east, he could see the inhabited island of Kergu, but it had no facilities for airships. With so much unrest, Silas did not want to risk entanglement with local authorities. 

Anaroo broke into his thoughts. “I don’t dislike your friend,” she said quietly. “But I am for the Defiance.”

“And Gwain Maijha?”

Anaroo didn’t answer.

The jaguar glanced between them. His head came level with Gus’s chest. Gus had begun to think of him as a wingless griffin with a flashier coat. He decided that they didn’t need to have this conversation in front of an audience and fell silent. 

Anaroo looked out over the ocean. She could not be called pretty, Gus decided, but she was elegant, even striking with her full mouth, high cheekbones, and proud carriage. Her black and white striped skin made the scars on her body less obvious, though it did not hide them altogether. Hard work and small meals had sanded away almost all her native curves, but they would come back with proper feeding and less running. Her complete lack of self-consciousness was also attractive. She retained a kind of mystery, even when she was naked—a wild animal that could be befriended, but never tamed. She was not where he would have expected Silas’s tastes to run, although Gus would have been hard-pressed to describe Silas’s tastes. 

When they reached the little numerary, the jaguar disappeared into the dunes. Anaroo and Gus found a likely-looking spot and set up their lines. Anaroo had brought her bow. There were plenty of gulls, but they wouldn’t make much of a meal for a jaguar. She was watching for larger birds.

“You making any wagers on those card games?” asked Gus.

Anaroo snorted. “As though I have anything to wager.”

Gus pursed his lips. “Oh, I’m sure you could think of something.”

She scowled, and he wondered whether she thought he was being salacious. “Dried pineapple?” Staying with the ship?

Anaroo’s frown broke and she laughed. “I’d never taste any. He always wins.”

Gus grinned. “Oh, he does like you.”

Anaroo looked confused.

“If he doesn’t like you, he’ll let you win,” continued Gus. “Then he’ll never play with you again, and you’ll never know why.”

Anaroo considered this. “And what if I just win?”

“Good luck with that.”

A duck flashed over the dunes, and Anaroo took off after it, running low. A moment later she returned at a stroll and dropped the duck on the sand. Nice soup-base for us, thought Gus, but it’d make about three bites for that jaguar. 

“Did Silas tell you that he used to be a professional gambler?” he asked aloud.

That got her attention.

“That’s how he made his living during the winter, when airships don’t fly. He got into some high-stakes stuff, and that’s how he won the Scarlet Albatross.”

Anaroo looked impressed.

Gus waved his hand. “She didn’t look anything like she does today. Same keelhead, but she was just a little inner-island cutter, not intended for big winds or open water. He built her up, season by season. He still works on her every winter. He used to keep her in different airship bays, but about six years ago, he bought a valley on Ashbeak with a natural cave that a previous merchant had enhanced for use as an airship hangar.”

Anaroo stared at him. “A valley...”

“Yes, he owns the whole valley. It’s uninhabited jungle, very pretty. He has money...”

His tone must have been transparent, because Anaroo laughed—not unkindly. “I didn’t think he was poor, Gu—” She stopped herself. 

“It’s Gus.”

“And in front of the crew?”

“Master Creevy. Or sir. And you should call Silas capt—”

“I know. He told me.” She hesitated. “If he’s got all of these resources, why does he seem so alone?”

Gus looked away from her. “Well, his species mostly.” He hesitated. Fish or cut bait. “You can’t win things like airships at the betting table without making enemies—the kind of enemies who will search for any weakness to destroy you.”

Anaroo looked thoughtful. “And Silas has one very obvious weakness...”

“It didn’t take long for someone to threaten him with exposure. He won the Albatross at a place that doesn’t even allow non-grishnards to play. If the charge had been proven, he would have lost his ship. Not because he cheated. He didn’t. But because he’s not a grishnard.”

“What did he do?”

“Well, he had to stop gambling. For a while, he thought he would have to stop sailing. Then... You probably don’t know this, but it’s a poorly-kept secret that a lot of the leons in Wefrivain work for Culowen Reza—those living as grishnards, anyway. Culowen doesn’t search them out for blackmail, although he certainly could. But if any leon comes to him in Silas’s situation, Culowen will offer to make the problem go away...in exchange for the occasional favor.”

“Occasional?”

Gus spread his hands. “Mostly, it is. Once or twice a year, Culowen wants something transported, usually smuggled—sometimes goods, sometimes people. He pays, too. He doesn’t expect you to do favors for free, but he does expect you to do them without asking questions. If you turn on him, your secrets will soon be everywhere, or he might just make a horrible end of you himself.”

Anaroo appeared to consider. Gus was sure that she did not like the idea of owing anyone anything. “And I gather the favors never stop?”

Gus gave a half-hearted shrug. “It’s difficult to get away from Culowen—sort of like giving up poppy. The pay is superb, the work is usually easy, although he does give Silas the occasional real challenge. I think Silas likes that. Also, Silas has had to go back to him twice when his identity was threatened. I don’t know whether Culowen pays off the blackmailers or kills them or some combination, but we never hear from them again if we bring the matter to him. It just disappears.” Gus snapped his fingers.

“So Silas doesn’t want to stop working for him?”

Gus shrugged. “He gets restless sometimes. He doesn’t like feeling indebted. This thing with Marlie—if he had inspection papers from Port Royal, that would be huge. I’m not sure we could disentangle ourselves completely from Culowen’s business. But we could back off a bit.”

Anaroo smiled. “Are you a part-owner, then?”

Gus was surprised. “Me? No, I’m just...”

Anaroo smirked. “Just what?”

Gus scratched his head.

“He should marry you.”

Gus barked a laugh. “Well, I’ll try anything twice,” he said with a twinkle, “but I’m rather partial to tits.”

“All by themselves or attached to people?”

He grimaced. “I’m sorry; I’m not good at talking sometimes.” He thought for a moment. “I don’t know what Silas is partial to. By the time I met him, he’d already figured out that his cock was the most likely thing to get him killed or parted from that ship. And he was not going to lose his ship for anything.”

Anaroo nodded. “He’s married to the ship,” she said quietly.

Gus was sure that she did not consider this a selling point, and he was trying to figure out how to turn it around when he got a hard tug on his line. All talking ceased as they tried to land the fish. They managed it, only because Anaroo waded out and shot the creature just as it seemed ready to break the line. It was a shark of modest size, and Gus felt encouraged. That will feed the jaguar for three days at least.

When they’d returned to the shore, Anaroo said, “What did those privateers have against you?”

Gus drew a deep breath. “Percy and Layjen?” He thought for a moment. Where to begin? “Silas knew Percy from his gambling days, before he won the Albatross, before I met him. I think they were friends, once, but you remember how I said that Silas doesn’t let his friends win?”

Anaroo smiled. “It’s no wonder he doesn’t have many.”

Gus shrugged. “You can’t be friends with Silas if you can’t love him for winning. Anyway, Percy’s father is a wealthy merchant from Haplag. If Silas lost a game, he wouldn’t be eating dinner or sleeping under a roof for a while. If Percy lost a game, he had to write an embarrassing letter to daddy. He wrote a lot of those letters while he was playing against Silas. After a while, it was too much. There’s been bad blood between them since I’ve known them. Percy plays at being a merchant, but his father is always available to rescue him when he makes a mistake.”

Gus hesitated. “Percy owns that ship you saw, and he’s probably the nominal captain. Layjen came along to keep him in line. I think his father got tired of losing sacks of cowries. We cross paths with them from time to time, and Silas and Percy... Well, neither of them has been at a betting table in years, but it’s like they’re still playing cards. That business about losing the airship... We were bidding against each other for a cargo. Silas chased the bid way below what it was worth, made Percy think the cargo was more valuable than it was, and then dumped it on him. I’m sure he and Layjen lost their shirts on that run. Just a few more bad decisions would have put the ship hopelessly in debt.” 

I never thought they actually wanted to kill us, though. Silas is right; that probably has more to do with Padmay. Gus decided not to burden Anaroo with these unnecessary details. He did not think she was such a soft heart that she would find aggressive competition unattractive. More likely the reverse. She didn’t say anything, though, and they fished in silence.

When she finally spoke, her mind seemed to have wandered. “I think this is the longest conversation I’ve had with a grishnard.”

Gus felt confused. “Isn’t Gwain Maijha half grishnard?”

“Yes. Half.”

I suppose that doesn’t count.

She turned to look at him. “I’ve killed more grishnard hunters than I can remember. I skinned one of them alive, burned plenty.”

Gus felt that he’d missed some vital turn in the conversation. Before he could figure out what to say, she continued. “You think you’re helping your friend, but you don’t know what you’re helping him to. I am not one of your tame faun slaves. I won’t drop to my knees and weep like Cobalt if you shout at me.”

“Oh... I know that. I don’t mean— I meant...”

“Here is the difference between you and me, Gus Creevy—the difference between most panauns and all fauns in Wefrivain—if I decide to be cruel, I must look at it. I must look my victim in the eyes and hear his screams and live with those images in my head. But you can go buy some cured meat for your ship, and that meat may come from fauns who lived their short lives in abject misery, but you’ll never know it. Same with the clothes you wear, or the materials for your ship, or a thousand other things. You may have some vague suspicion, but you won’t live with the memory of their tears. You don’t have to look at the suffering you cause.”

Gus was silent for a moment. “You’re saying you can’t forgive a grishnard. Or someone who lives as one.”

Anaroo tilted her head. “I would have said that...six or seven years ago. Gwain was the first...the first person of grishnard blood...that I was ever friends with. He came to Maijha Minor and we almost killed him before the hunters did. He was such a fool. But he wanted to be one of us...even though he’d been raised practically in the palace. His mother was a shavier from Maijha Minor. He didn’t fit anywhere. He never will. But he never gave up and he submitted to all our initiation rites. He surprised us, and he got better, and he kept learning. And somewhere in all that, he became a person to us...to me.” 

She paused. “No grishnard was ever a person to me before that. Hunters were like winter storms. I couldn’t even really hate them, because they weren’t people. But Gwain thought everyone was people.”

She stopped talking, and the silence stretched out again. Gus felt admiration and also a sense of defeat. She already belongs to someone else. I’m wasting my time.

Anaroo spoke again. “The other night, in the hold, Silas didn’t want to hit me, because he’s decided I’m a person. Cobalt isn’t...or wasn’t. It’s harder to hit someone that you’ve decided is a person.”

Maybe harder, thought Gus, but he’ll do whatever he thinks he needs to do to protect his ship. After a moment, he said, “Where do you think the Defiance is at this time of year?”

Anaroo shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe looking for her is a fool’s errand. I do know that we wouldn’t be having this conversation if not for Gwain Maijha.”

Gus inclined his head. “I understand. You know what you want, and that’s at least half of being happy.”

Anaroo leaned back in the grass. “Is Silas not happy? He seems...complete in himself.”

Gus sighed. “Well, he’s a little lonely, but I don’t know that he’s unhappy, at least not always. Between the ship and those damned butterflies...”

Anaroo cocked an eyebrow at him and Gus laughed. “Do not tell him I told you this, but he collects butterflies. Hundreds, maybe thousands of them...in glass cases in his house on the cliff. He likes those shiny metallic ones from the jungle, but he’s got all kinds. Beetles, too. And things like enormous grasshoppers with colorful wings and spiny legs...” Gus shuddered.

“Butterflies...” repeated Anaroo in a wondering voice.

Gus smiled. “He’s complicated...like you.”

Anaroo laughed. “I am not complicated. I am simple. Like a bow. You can see all the moving parts.” She hesitated. “But Silas is like his ship—full of hidden gears.”

Well, that’s a fact.

At that moment, Theseus came padding out of the dunes, carrying a dead goat. Gus stood, and Anaroo scrambled up as well. The jaguar had blood on his muzzle, and he looked at them with a wild expression, as if he’d never seen shelts before. Then he blinked and dropped the goat. He looked at the duck and the shark. “I think this is enough.”

Gus clapped his hands. “Good! Too much fresh meat will spoil before you can eat it, anyway. Let’s get these into the cargo cage and then we’ll be off.”
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Chapter 29. Pick a Card
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Meanwhile, in the hold, Marlie was pacing. Light and heat...something that burns very hot, very fast...something that doesn’t like to be kicked. On an impulse, she went back to the crates and began rummaging through those that had already been opened. She was particularly interested in the reinforced crate that had contained the brass piping.

If I’m right, there should be something like a...like a... She dug through mounds of pegasus feathers. Her questing hands closed around rough strands—a thick coil of slender rope. Marlie dragged herself clear of the crate and stared at the innocent-looking fibers in the soft glow of the hold. She sniffed them. Something like a fuse. 

*  *  *  *
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THAT EVENING, MARLIE was on watch in the maintop. It was a good place for thinking, and she thought long and hard as her eyes scanned the horizon. She noted more groups of ships off to the north. The airship seemed to be passing many such companies lately, though none of them sent griffin or pegasus scouts to hail the Albatross.

Marlie wasn’t paying any attention to what was happening on their own deck, and she was taken off-guard when Creevy’s head popped up over the side of the platform. “Good evening, Officer. Mind if I join you?”

Marlie scooted over. Creevy came nimbly up the shrouds in spite of his bulk and deposited himself beside her with his back against the mast. After a moment he said, “How goes the investigation?”

Marlie turned to peer at him. “Well...since you mention it...I think I might know how the weapon works.” Before he could speak, Marlie continued. “I don’t dare test it, not on an airship, but I think I have the general idea.”

She expected him to ask for details, but he said only, “You don’t look as giddy about that as I would have expected.”

Marlie smiled. She was certain that no one had ever described her as “giddy” under any circumstances. “I’m not.” The thing about investigations is that right about the time you get your answers, you often discover that you have not been asking the right questions. 

Aloud, she continued, “What can you tell me about Theseus?” Let’s see how far this new friendliness of yours extends.

Creevy frowned. “His passage was negotiated and paid for by letter through one of Culowen’s agents. Nothing unusual, except that he’s a beast and can’t do some things for himself. Also, his first language is some dialect of the Lawless Lands.”

Marlie peered at him. “He’s a jaguar. Didn’t you ask where such a rare beast came from?”

Creevy folded his enormous hands around one knee. “You don’t ask questions about Culowen’s things.”

Marlie sighed. “Did he come with the crates?”

Creevy shook his head. “They came two days before. There was no mention of any connection.” He was silent for a moment. At last, he said slowly, “You said that this weapon left a trail of destruction behind it. You think that’s him? That he’s the weapon’s guardian?”

Marlie nodded. Guardian...and maybe more.

Creevy made a face. “You’re going to ask for him, too, aren’t you? You don’t want us to send him on to Culowen.”

Marlie felt relief at the resignation in his voice and also a twinge of pity. “I’m not sure yet.”

“We’ll reach Pegasus Bay in seven days if the wind holds,” said Creevy. “If we can get a full complement of experienced crew who know how to work the ship, it’ll only be another yellow month on to Maijha. Decide then.”

“Glossy is planning on leaving the ship at Pegasus Bay,” said Marlie thoughtfully, “along with Belvedere.” That might tell me something.

“Yes,” said Creevy with a sigh, “Glossy and all the fauns.” Marlie wasn’t sure why he sounded so gloomy.

*  *  *  *
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BELVEDERE LAY ON HIS back between Theseus’s front paws, beneath the air bladders in the quiet hold. They’d been playing hide and seek all afternoon. They were more evenly matched than one might have expected. Both had good noses. Theseus was a more experienced tracker, but Belvedere was smaller and could fit into tighter spaces. They’d been learning to escalate the difficulty of the game by employing various tricks with their scent trails—backtracking, climbing, using other strong smells to disguise their paths.

Belvedere had grown tired of the game after being recently discovered, and now he chose to amuse himself by arranging Theseus’s face in various horrible or ridiculous expressions. He pushed the heavy, black lips up to reveal the finger-length white teeth, turned the striped ears inside-out, pulled Theseus’s eyelids apart to make his yellow eyes look too wide. Occasionally the jaguar would shake his face back into place and feign to bite at Belvedere’s neck, tickling him with his whiskers and making the child giggle.

Finally, in between giggling, Belvedere said, “Theseus, why did you tell Marlie that you were raised by hunti? You said before that you were raised by shelts. Two-legged jaguars, you called them.”

Theseus flicked his striped ears. “It’s none of her business.”

“Yes, but why?”

Theseus opened his mouth to lie and couldn’t. He contented himself with tickling Belvedere until the foxling couldn’t speak clearly. When Belvedere had scrambled out from under him and got breath again, he said, “How old are you, Theseus?”

The jaguar thought for a moment. “Four years, I think.”

“How old is that in shelt years?”

Theseus cocked his head. He didn’t understand what Belvedere was really asking.

“I don’t think you’re much older than me,” said Belvedere slyly. 

Theseus harrumphed.

“I think you’re a big kitten!” cried Belvedere and leapt on him. They went down in a tangle of arms and legs and paws and tails.

“The word is cub!” managed Theseus when he’d allowed Belvedere to pin him on his back. “I was never a kitten.”

“But you’re not very old?” asked Belvedere.

“I’m grown,” said Theseus cautiously, but he supposed that Belvedere was right. He was barely grown. He’d been raised for a purpose. A very specific purpose.

“I think we’re brothers,” announced the foxling, sitting on his chest.

“I think your mother might disagree.”

“We’re adopted brothers,” continued Belvedere. “I adopt you. Do you adopt me?”

Theseus wasn’t sure how to respond, but Belvedere leaned forward, threw his arms around the jaguar’s head and announced. “I love you, Theseus.” Theseus licked the child’s ear, and the world outside the airship seemed very far away. 

*  *  *  *
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ANAROO EXPECTED TO find Silas smoking poppy in the keelhead basket that evening. Every three days had been the pattern thus far. She was surprised to find him soberly smoking tobacco and playing cards. She was also surprised to find that ringbolts had been installed on either side of the albatross’s beak just over the basket in the spot where she liked to recline. A length of rope had been secured to one ring, so that she could pass it over her lap, loop it through the second ring and tie it—a safety belt. “You were busy while we were fishing.”

Silas looked up. Anaroo thought that his almond-shaped eyes always looked a little sad, even when he was smiling. “I’ve been meaning to do that for a while.”

Instead of reclining, however, she dropped down into the basket and waited for him to redeal the cards. “At least I know now why I always lose.”

Silas frowned. “What has Gus been telling you?”

Anaroo smirked and looked at her cards. If you think I’ll tip my hand so easily, you don’t know me yet.

Silas’s ears flattened, and his tail fluffed up—a gratifying display of discomfort in someone who almost never showed any. “Gus needs to mind his own business.”

“Where did you get him?” asked Anaroo. When Silas only glared at his cards, she added, “He loves you dearly.”

“He has a funny way of showing it,” snapped Silas.

They played in silence for a moment. Silas’s tail smoothed out. Finally, he said, “He showed up on my deck begging to join my crew moments before we were to sail. He was crew of a waterborne ship at the time, but it wasn’t leaving port quite as soon as he could wish. I believe there was an angry husband involved.”

Anaroo laughed.

“I almost had him thrown off,” continued Silas, “but I was short-handed. I’d owned the Albatross for less than a year. Gus didn’t know anything about airships, but he knew plenty about sailing, and he learned fast. He stuck around for the rest of the season.”

He fell silent and Anaroo almost wished he was smoking poppy. He’d talk more. “And every season after that?” she prompted.

Silas shrugged. “There were a few times I didn’t think he’d come back.”

“Does he live with you?”

Silas hesitated. “When he’s not living with some girl.” His mouth twitched up. “I’ve stepped out my front door and tripped over him a few times.”

Anaroo watched his fingers sifting delicately through the cards. Butterflies... One of her mates had used to collect grishnard tails. I used to collect claws. She wasn’t sure what to do with a man who collected butterflies. It’s the sort of thing Gwain would do, though. He and Silas would have plenty to talk about.

Gwain... Anaroo pictured him there with his lenses, earnestly sketching some dead creature, his pale blue braid hanging down his back or coiling on the ground beside him. Gwain had dewclaws, but in all other ways looked like a shavier faun. He’d been curious about all aspects of the world, and he had a strange compulsion to write everything down. When he first came to Maijha Minor, he’d filled his hand-made notebooks with descriptions of Anaroo’s tribe and the creatures that lived nearby. He wrote down the things that everyone knew, the obvious things that shouldn’t need writing. And he talked in vast spans of time—hundreds of years before the grishnards came, hundreds of years after his own death. Anaroo had not been accustomed to thinking beyond her own lifespan or perhaps that of her grandchildren. It was strange—this notion of sending ideas into the distant future on the pages of notebooks.

Anaroo knew that Gus thought Gwain had been her lover. Silas probably thought so, too. She had not corrected them. Gwain was my leader. I loved his ideas. Although, if she were honest... But he never knew. He was too busy trying to change the world.

And he’d done that. Gwain had changed the world, and Anaroo had been a casualty, but she couldn’t hate him for it. She had been Anaroo of Kwarla-conch Tribe, and then she’d been Anaroo of the Defiance. 

What would I be if I stayed with the Albatross? She allowed herself to consider the idea. Silas’s mistress? Running wild in his valley all winter, a secret in his cabin all summer...like a butterfly, pinned in a box. 

She realized that Silas had said something and she’d not been attending. “Excuse me?”

“It’s your turn.”

Anaroo forced a smile. “I’d better pick a card, then...although any way I play, I’ll lose.”
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Chapter 30. Friends and Family
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Anaroo thought she understood by the next morning why Silas had not elected to smoke poppy that evening. As soon as dawn broke over the horizon, all hands were called to wear ship in preparation for the adjustment of the offending number eight butterfly valve. It was on the port side, which was currently both in shadow and hull-down, as the wind was coming from the southeast. The plan was apparently to wear round in a circle, so that someone could go down the port side when it was both in light and hull-up.

Furthermore, Anaroo quickly realized that, while they were trying to put a casual face on it, both Silas and Gus were worried about the maneuver. It was not the sort of thing they normally did in flight. She suspected they had been arguing about it the night before. 

The crew clearly expected to be sent to breakfast as soon as the work of wearing the ship had been completed, but Silas surprised them with an order to stand by and prepare for further maneuvers. Marlie and Glossy were in the crosstrees. Marmot was at the wheel, Belvedere in the maintop, and all the fauns down on deck. Lark had brought a bucket of supplies to the side of the ship. Anaroo caught a few words from Gus as he and Silas came down from the quarterdeck. “—should have one of our healers down here,” Gus was saying.

Silas waved his hand. “If something goes wrong, I won’t need a healer.”

Anaroo left her place and joined them on the port side of the ship, just a little forward of the quarterdeck bulwark. “You’re not planning on going down there yourself?”

Silas glanced up from the leather harness he was securing around his legs and behind his back. “Unless you or anyone else here has worked on airship valves in the past, then, yes, I am going down there. Gus is the only other person who knows how to do it. He can lift me; I cannot lift him. It’s that simple. Please return to your place, Anaroo. I don’t want to make this into a production.”

Gus looked like he very much wanted to make a production of some kind, but was holding his tongue. Anaroo took a deep breath. “At least let me be an extra set of hands in case the rope slips.”

Silas shrugged. “Alright. Let’s just get this done. We’re sailing in the wrong direction.”

Chalk powder was produced for everyone involved, and the rope was attached to Silas’s harness. They tied the tail to a bollard, along with the end of a lengthy sailcloth sling. Anaroo gathered that Silas was to sit in the sling to work, and the rope harness was only a failsafe. Silas looked at the supplies Lark had brought and placed selections into a pouch at his belt. Then Gus lowered him in the sling over the side of the ship, with Anaroo and Lark providing extra hands. After what seemed like a very large amount of sling over the side, Silas’s faint call came, “That’s good!” Lark wound up the excess sling and rope around the bollard, while Gus held the assembly in place and then eased off. 

They all came to the edge. Silas was about halfway down the side of the Albatross. After a moment, Gus called, “Do you see why it’s sticking?”

A pause. Then a faint, “Yes.”

It was difficult to see what Silas was doing from this angle. It looked like he actually had his arm inside the hull. Some time passed while he tinkered.

Gus seemed ready to call again, when they heard Belvedere’s cry of, “On deck!”

Gus raised his head and called back at him. “What?”

Belvedere’s small face peered down from the distant maintop. “Airship!” He pointed.

Gus whipped around and everybody looked to the northwest. There was, indeed, an airship sailing out of the clouds on the starboard beam. It was at about the same height as the Albatross, perhaps a little lower, but still too far off to see details. Gus looked at it uneasily. “Strange time of year to meet another airship.” He went to the far side of the deck to get a better look. After a moment, he returned to the port side and called, “Skipper, I think you’d better come back up!”

Silas did not respond.

“Skipper!”

Faintly: “Not now, Gus.”

Gus growled and paced. The other ship was coming slowly nearer, although they were not on the same tack, and the Albatross had the weather gauge. “Lark,” said Gus abruptly, “go into the captain’s stateroom and fetch the telescope. It’s hanging on the wall by the door.” Lark darted away. 

“What are you thinking?” asked Anaroo in a low voice.

“I’m thinking that ship wants to close with us,” muttered Gus. “I think she’s been hiding in the cloud, and I find it damned odd that she hasn’t sent fliers across to hail us.”

Anaroo considered. “Maybe they lost their pegasus or griffins like we did.”

“Maybe.”

Anaroo squinted at the distant ship. “Are air pirates common?”

“They’re non-existent,” snapped Gus. “Not in Wefrivain.” Louder, he boomed, “Captain, are you almost done?”

Silas’s distant voice carried a note of exasperation. “No, I am not. I am trying to deal with something delicate. I may need more tools. Whatever’s going on up there, deal with it.”

Lark returned at that moment, and Gus trained the telescope on the distant ship. After a long look, he handed it wordlessly to Anaroo. What she saw brought her to rigid attention. The deck of the other airship was swarming with zeds, their black and white striped skin and hair distinctly visible. Anaroo had never heard of an airship using zeds as crew, let alone in such numbers.

You may have never seen air pirates before the unrest, she thought, but I believe you are seeing some now. Faun pirates at that—Resistance pirates. They probably took that ship from its winter moorings at one of those burning ports we’ve passed.

She glanced sidelong at Gus, whose face had gone blank with concentration. He was in an unenviable position. While the Albatross seemed to be in command of the situation, she had far less freedom of movement than the pirates probably imagined, with her captain halfway down her side and the ship obliged to remain port hull up until his return. 

Then there was the nature of the threat itself. Would the Albatross’s fauns mutiny again at the prospect of Resistance pirates? Silas and the three grishnards could not sail the ship without them, and they’d be in no position to try if the Albatross’s fauns attacked. If the pirates took the ship, they’d welcome the fauns and kill the panauns. Might this at least make the fauns a little less brisk about their business?

Anaroo wasn’t sure. Gus shouldn’t let them know the nature of the pirate ship, she thought. If at all possible, he should try to stay far enough away that they cannot see. Following hard upon this thought came the question: Why did he let me see?

She turned to look at him again. This time he met her eyes. “Well?”

Well, what? She adopted a circumspect expression. “If you are asking my advice, Master Creevy, I suggest you stay well away from that ship.”

He raised the telescope again, and his hand shook a little. “What do you think they intend?”

Anaroo could not believe they were still standing here talking. She leaned close to his ear and whispered, “They intend to board you, cut your throat and every other panaun’s on this ship. My people are not known for their mercy.”

He glanced at her again, and she saw that he was afraid. Silas and Gus are merchants, she reminded herself, smugglers, not warriors. Anaroo had sailed with the Defiance on and off for five years. In that time, she’d been in more boarding actions than she could easily remember. Gus probably hasn’t been in a single one, not since he’s been sailing with Silas. He’d know what to do in a storm, and he’s game enough in a brawl, but this is different.

Airships were fragile, expensive things; they didn’t fight battles. There was never any such thing as air pirates before now. I spent yesterday telling him some of the horrible things that zeds do to grishnards. And Silas is over the side.

“You work the ship,” she said suddenly. “Do what you can to put some distance between us and them. Let me worry about Silas. I promise I won’t let him fall.”

Gus blinked and took a breath. The glazed look left his eyes, and he nodded. Nevertheless, Anaroo was a little surprised when he moved away from the rail and began bellowing orders to make more sail. You have decided to trust me.

Anaroo turned her full attention to the side of the ship. She suspected that Gus would want to wear round again soon to avoid running for too long in the wrong direction. “How’re you doing, Skipper?”

She thought he wouldn’t answer, but then he called, “I need a handbreadth of three-ply siding, a number two wedge driver, four lug screws, and a socket extender.”

Lark had gone to help with the sails. Anaroo was standing alone by the railing. She could feel the ship picking up speed. “You want to tell me what that looks like?”

Silas’s face peered up between the lengths of the sling. Anaroo looked down at him. “You need to come back up, Silas. It’s about to get messy up here.” You can get angry about me calling you Silas on deck later; if that gets you up here faster, all the better.

“I can’t!” he spoke with more than his usual peevishness. “There was a tear in the ballonet. I’m patching it.” He thought for a moment. “Maybe just more thread, wire, and a splicing hook?”

Anaroo sighed. She went back to the bucket that Lark had brought and examined its remaining contents. There did seem to be some thread and wire, along with various hooked and spiky instruments. 

The ship gave a lurch and Anaroo’s ears popped with the change in altitude as the Albatross began to climb. There was an extra coil of rope lying by the bollard. Anaroo started to tie it to the bucket in order to lower the whole thing over the side. However, she saw immediately that this would not work. The wind would capsize the bucket long before it reached Silas. She did not think there was time to pull him up and then lower him again, either, nor enough spare hands to do it safely.

Anaroo took a deep breath. She filled the right leg pocket of her trousers with the likeliest contents of the bucket. Then she returned to the bollard and knotted one of the spare ropes around it—knots she’d known long before she ever worked a sail—and re-chalked her hands. She caught Gus’s attention—now out on the main crosstree—and waved to him. Don’t panic; I know what I’m doing. 

Then she returned to the side of the ship. She made a quick, crude harness of the rope around her legs and waist. Although if I fall from this height, it’ll probably just break my back. She climbed over the railing, faced the deck, got a good grip on the rope, and then rappelled down the side of the Scarlet Albatross. 

Anaroo had done this countless times on the cliffs of Maijha Minor. Though always with gloves, she reflected. She had more calluses now than she’d ever had as a free faun, but she suspected her palms would still be bloody before she was through. Still, she reached Silas in complete control of her descent, with plenty of rope left, and her arms only a little tired. Most importantly, she reached him quickly.

Anaroo had not expected Silas to be happy to see her, and he wasn’t. “Are you mad?! Get back up there this— No, on second thought, get over here and get in the sling; what were you thi—”

“Silas!” hissed Anaroo. “There is a stolen airship full of zeds trying to close with us on the other side of the Albatross. Gus is trying to stay away from it, and the other fauns don’t know they’re Resistance pirates yet, but you need to get back on deck.” She glanced at the canvas bulging out of the ship beneath Silas’s fingers. “Sew. Faster.”

Silas stared at her. “Well... That does sound like a problem.” He hesitated. “However, nothing will be improved by your falling to your death. Come get in the sling.”

Anaroo danced closer to him along the side of the ship. “I put the most likely supplies from the bucket in the pocket of my pant leg. It’s the one nearest you. Check and see if I brought what you need.”

Silas reached out and managed to get a fold of her trousers between his fingers. However, instead of plunging his hand into her pocket, he pulled her towards him, pushed the folds of the sling wider, and deposited her within. Anaroo refused to put her weight down. “Will it hold both of us?”

“Yes,” said Silas quickly. “And if not, I’m wearing a better harness than you are. Please sit down.”

Cautiously, she did. 

Silas pulled her more-or-less into his lap in the confined space and reached into her pocket. He rummaged around, took one thing out, then another, examined each, muttered, put it back. He had one arm tightly around her waist and Anaroo felt unexpectedly awkward. She could almost hear Gus saying, “That’s not how he taught me to sail.” She was suddenly glad that she’d decided to start wearing clothes.

The awkwardness seemed to occur to Silas an instant later, because he started talking a little too fast. “You remember that injured griffin that came over the side of the ship? Or maybe the other one you shot when it attacked the mainmast...or possibly one of Percy’s marines when they were chasing us... Anyway, one of them tore the door to the valve off, see?” He indicated the side of the ship, where Anaroo saw that a square about two handbreadths across was missing. Part of the ship’s air bladder was bulging outward, together with several shiny metal assemblies.

“Why does it have a door?” she asked, trying to concentrate.

“Because we also refuel the light-gas bladders through the ballonet ports,” muttered Silas. They hit a patch of bumpy air, and Silas’s arm tightened around her waist. Her shirt shifted up a fraction, and his warm fingers brushed her belly. 

Anaroo felt herself flush. This is ridiculous. She turned to look at him, their faces side-by-side and so close that she could see his red-blond eyelashes. She opened her mouth to say, “This is not the time,” but what came out was, “I am not staying here.”

Silas kept his attention on the instruments she’d brought. “Of course you’re not. Neither am I. But give me just a few more moments.” He’d found a couple of things in Anaroo’s pocket that interested him. “Excuse me; I need both hands now.”

Anaroo wished she hadn’t spoken. She felt flustered and exceedingly irritated with herself. Silas kept talking, his voice amiable, his hands busy threading a new needle and stitching around the patch he’d installed on the torn bladder. “I’ve fixed the valve, and I can finish patching the leak in a matter of moments. It was only a small tear in the ballonet, not the light-gas bladder, thank the gods. However, it sounds like I won’t get to put a new door on the ballonet port. That’s unfortunate. It’s a weakness, though a very small one.”

His easy chatter helped. Anaroo felt calm again. She wondered why she’d allowed such mild flirtation to unnerve her. Hardly a flirtation, really. Earnest concern that she might fall to her death seemed more likely.

“Did you get a good look at the other ship?” he asked, still stitching.

Anaroo cleared her throat. “Through your telescope, yes.”

“Can you describe her to me?”

Anaroo thought back. She’d been mostly concentrating on the species of the pirates. “I don’t think she was totally enclosed,” said Anaroo at last. “Not like yours. I think part of her hull was just an open cage for air bladders.”

Silas nodded. “That’s common in smaller ships. She’s probably an inner-island cutter. Did you get a look at her keelhead?”

“No. She was a little below us.”

“You said the crew are zeds?”

“All of those I could see...and there were a lot.”

He glanced at her. “Kin of yours?”

Anaroo rolled her eyes. “Because we all must be related?”

Silas said nothing and kept working.

Anaroo shifted uncomfortably. She knew she was being unreasonable. It was true that Wefrivain had a large enough population of zeds that it would be silly to assume they were all related. For instance, she and Stubs had nothing in common—either by blood or upbringing. However, a pirate ship was different. Faun pirates in Wefrivain almost always had dealings with the fauns of Maijha Minor. If these zeds had been waterborne pirates before they decided to take the airship—and Anaroo couldn’t imagine how they’d managed to sail her this far if that were not the case—then Anaroo probably was related. She would know some of them, at the very least.

Silas broke into her thoughts. “Are we friends, Anaroo?”

“Yes.” Damn you.

He glanced at her again.

Anaroo sighed. “I just rappelled down the side of an airship to bring you supplies. I’m not going to shoot you in the back.” She hesitated.

“But?” prompted Silas.

“But please don’t ask me to shoot at them, either.”

“Fair enough.” He started to return supplies to the bag at his belt. Anaroo was about to get out of the sling, but then there was a jerk from above, and it began to ascend. “Gus must be desperate,” said Silas, “if he’s decided to pull me up whether I like it or not.”

That or we’ve been boarded by pirates, thought Anaroo. In which case, I hope one of them owes me a favor. I’ll need it to bargain for your life.
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Chapter 31. Before the Wind
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They had not been boarded by pirates. However, prompt measures were needed to avoid such an outcome in the near future. Anaroo saw at a glance that the other ship was closer, sailing at a tack and altitude that would intercept the Albatross if they did not alter course soon. Gus heaved the sling over the side, muttering furiously, “I hope you two are done cuddling, because we have got to tack. That, or run hard in the wrong direction.”

Silas replied mildly. “Just so you know, we’re missing a ballonet port cover. There was a tear in the ballonet bladder itself, which I patched, and the butterfly valve is fixed.”

“A ballonet port cover is the least of our concerns,” muttered Gus and thrust the telescope into Silas’s hands.

Silas took it, but instead of using it at once, he moved towards the quarterdeck. “Anaroo, join us for a moment.” On the quarterdeck, Silas spent a long, silent moment looking at the other ship. Not even the tip of his tail twitched. Gus stood behind him, his own tail lashing so hard that it kept slapping Anaroo on the legs.

Finally, Silas said, “I think that’s the Ambergris.”

“I don’t recognize her,” said Gus, “but I don’t know the inner-island ships like you do.”

Silas nodded without taking his eye from the glass. “She’s from Mance, captain by the name of Madras, specializes in expensive perfumes and spices.”

“I doubt he specializes in anything anymore,” muttered Gus. “Is she as fast as she looks?”

“Faster,” said Silas.

Anaroo began to understand why Gus had been so immediately frightened. He had known at a glance that the Ambergris could outrun them. She was a smaller ship, but she had two masts and a long bowsprit like the Albatross. She could probably carry almost as much sail. She was certainly lighter, with only one enclosed deck—the area immediately below the main deck, where her crew probably berthed. Her entire hold was a skeleton, with open stairs and platforms for cargo amongst the air bladders. 

Anaroo found herself thinking how vulnerable such a ship would be to arrows. Airships did not fight battles; that was obvious. I am not shooting at a zed ship, Anaroo told herself. Don’t ask me to, Silas.

He lowered the telescope and glanced at her. “How much do you think those zeds know about airships?”

So that’s why I’m up here. “If they’re pirates, they’ll be good sailors. They’ve got enough people over there to work the ship briskly and fight, too.” She hesitated. “But they can’t have had much experience with airships.”

Silas nodded. “They’re not using their pectoral sails properly, but they certainly have the other sails trimmed to perfection.” He glanced at Gus. “Have they changed altitude?”

Gus nodded. “The first thing I did was bring us aloft just to see whether they’d follow. They were a bit sluggish, but they managed it. They’ve figured out how to work their ballonet valves.” He hesitated. “And Anaroo is right. They were not sluggish in stays at all. They know how to work sails. I do not want to have a tacking match with them—not with a barely trained skeleton crew.”

Silas considered. “They must understand at least partially how their flaps and rudders work. Inner-island cutters are made to be maneuverable. I doubt the pirates have totally grasped what their ship can do, or they’d already have closed with us.”

“Wasn’t the Albatross built on an inner-island platform?” asked Anaroo.

Silas flashed a grin. “Yes, she was.” He turned smartly to the wheel as though having reached a decision. “The Ambergris is faster than we are, but also more delicate. She’s not meant for sailing between islands or in rough weather. The barometer was dropping this morning; that’s why I wanted to hurry and get the valve fixed. In a storm, the Ambergris will have all she can do to ride it out in one piece.”

Gus’s tail stopped lashing. He let out a long breath. “So, we just need to stay ahead of her until the weather hits.”

“Correct.” Silas frowned at the other ship again. “You’re right, though; I don’t want to have a tacking match with her.” This was exactly what would happen if they tried to maintain the weather gauge. The other ship was beating very neatly into the wind and the Albatross would have to do likewise to stay ahead of her.

“So, we put before the wind and run,” said Gus. “We’ll have to cross her bows, though. She’ll gain on us.”

Silas smiled. “A little. But this is an airship. We can run in three dimensions. Have someone hand out breakfast—Belvedere—and let’s get to work.”

They got to work. By the time they’d put the ship squarely before the wind, every sail trimmed and drawing, Belvedere had assembled cheese biscuits, dried fruit, and tea in flasks. He went around passing them out and even commandeered Theseus to take some of the food into the tops in a satchel hung round the jaguar’s neck. The enormous cat was an agile climber and could jump to the first yardarm from a standing start.

Anaroo soon realized what Silas had meant by running in the three dimensions. As the Albatross turned downwind in the general direction of the oncoming cutter, she swooped gently, so that she crossed the cutter’s bows well beneath her. The Ambergris followed, but, as Gus had said, she was hesitant in changing altitude, especially while turning. Once she began, though, she leveled out neatly on the new tack and picked up speed. Anaroo heard Silas say, “Gus, please start our water over the side.”

They were now squarely before the wind and racing along at an exhilarating pace. As far as Anaroo could tell, they were not headed in quite the direction for Pegasus Bay, but they were no longer sailing dead away from it, either. She saw dark clouds ahead of them to the northwest, but the nearest clouds were pale as lamb’s wool.

The fine, stiff salt breeze and their racing speed would have been delightful if not for the ominous presence of the pirate behind them. Anaroo could tell that the other fauns had not fully grasped the gravity of the situation. Which is just as well. They laughed and called to each other, and Needles even began to sing. Anaroo smiled in spite of herself. The sun laughed down on an exquisite blue ocean. The cloud of sails, which might have pressed down a waterborne ship, sent the airship skimming along like a kite in the face of a gale.

The Albatross was climbing again. Anaroo noticed that the Ambergris followed more nimbly this time. You’re just giving them practice, Silas.

He must have thought the same thing, because he leveled off and kept her at the same altitude until near noon. By the time lunch came around, the fauns had sobered. Gus directed them in setting every sail and stunsail, even bonnets and drabblers. All but a couple of barrels of drinking water had gone over the side. Nevertheless, the Ambergris was slowly creeping up, and it was apparent, even to the simplest mind aboard, that the Albatross was losing a race.

The wind began to gust, requiring constant correction of the sails and rudders in order to stay squarely before it. Everyone took regular turns at the capstan, since Silas was using the ship’s springs to adjust the pectoral sails and flaps. They had just barely enough people to do all the tasks—hard work and growing harder. Anaroo could hear thunder far off and see rain sweeping over the sea to the north, but their immediate surroundings remained stubbornly clear.

While everyone was eating at their posts, Silas and Gus had another conference on the quarterdeck. Anaroo could not hear what they were saying, but she suspected they were considering more serious measures to lighten the ship. Marlie was summoned, and Anaroo realized that they must be debating the future of the crates. This could get interesting.

The crates and their contents were certainly the heaviest and most useless objects aboard. Particularly that massive brass pipe. Anaroo suspected that the only reason Silas hadn’t sent the crates over the side before now was that he couldn’t spare the hands to do it. Aside from dumping the crates, Anaroo could think of one other possibility. How desperate are you, Silas?

*  *  *  *
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“YOU WANT ME TO USE the weapon?” Marlie stared into the captain’s face. He didn’t look like he was joking.

“I want you to assemble it as best you understand and be prepared to use it,” said Ackleby. “You believe that it throws projectiles, correct?”

Marlie nodded.

“We are in a critical situation,” said Ackleby. “That ship behind us has been taken by pirates. If they board us, they will kill every panaun aboard and perhaps the fauns, too. The pirate ship is faster than we are. She will not be able to keep up if we encounter a storm, which I believe is imminent. However, my best calculations indicate that she may outrun us before the rough weather hits. If this weapon of yours could even slow her down, it would probably save our lives.”

Marlie shook her head. “I understand, but I haven’t tested the weapon yet. It could explode—”

Ackleby’s face hardened. “In that case, I will begin sending the crates over the side. If they can’t help us one way, they will help us another.”

Marlie clenched her fists. She’d come all this way, risked her life many times over... “Alright. I’ll try. But I need the brass pipe on deck, and it is tremendously heavy—” 

“I can arrange that,” said Creevy. “There’s a cargo elevator that communicates with the hold and operates under the power of the springs.”

“Make it so,” said Ackleby. “Take Belvedere and Theseus with you to help carry any of the small stuff. Meanwhile, I’m going to try some maneuvers. Send Anaroo up here. She’ll be my bosun while you work on the weapon.”
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Chapter 32. The Ambergris
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Anaroo was only a little surprised when Gus and Marlie disappeared into the hold, together with Belvedere and Theseus. Anaroo was called to the quarterdeck. “You see those clouds up ahead?” asked Silas.

Anaroo nodded. They were low, dense columns that she associated with storms. Unfortunately, they were not yet dark with rain.

“I’m going to take us up into the middle of the cloud, and then we’re going to wear. We’ll try this a few times and see if we can’t gain a better lead. Marlie and Gus are going to set up the weapon in the stern, but I hope we won’t have to use it. You will be my bosun. Are you comfortable with that?”

Anaroo nodded. She’d seen plenty of wearing and tacking, both on the Albatross and on the Defiance. She knew the steps. Nevertheless, she was a little surprised that Marmot had not been selected for this role. Is it because Silas wants a faun in the chain of command in order to keep the fauns loyal? Or is it because I have been inserting myself into critical decisions lately?

I need to take a step back, she told herself. The Defiance is my ship, not the Albatross.

But she certainly felt a level of anxiety as they sailed higher towards the cloud, with the Ambergris edging nearer all the time. Just as the curtains of billowing fog closed around them, Gus came back on deck, removed an aft hatch cover, adjusted something within, and went below again. Gears whirred and groaned in the belly of the Albatross. That’ll be more work at the capstan soon.

“Wear ship!” called Silas, and Anaroo’s attention was momentarily consumed by calling the orders for each step of the process and making sure that everyone moved briskly and correctly through their tasks. The air inside the cloud was rougher than the air outside and she staggered several times as the ship heaved and lurched. 

When Anaroo had time to glance towards the quarterdeck again, she saw that Marlie and Gus had rolled the brass pipe to the starboard side of the ship, against the quarterdeck bulkhead. They were having a shouted discussion with Silas, carried away by the wind. If they want to point it at the Ambergris, the best place would be through the windows of Silas’s cabin, thought Anaroo. But that would involve transporting the pipe up onto the quarterdeck, and she surmised that this could not be done with gears. We certainly don’t have enough spare people to do it by hand.

We would have to fall off the wind to point it at the enemy from the side of the ship. Anaroo was skeptical that the object could make a difference in any case. If Silas can improve our lead a trifle, the storm will solve our problems. Thunder growled in the distance, and Anaroo thought she felt a drop of rain.

When they emerged from the cloud, the Ambergris lay considerably farther astern, sailing on the wrong tack. She adjusted course quickly as she spotted them, but the ruse had worked. Rain was definitely peppering the deck now, and the wind came in jagged gusts.

Anaroo stared at the enemy ship, willing the pirates to see their danger and give up the chase. There must be better prizes for you in these seas—fat merchants who will never expect an attack from the air. Go chase one of them.

Gus had enlarged a scupper with an ax. Anaroo could tell by the expression on his face that he was not pleased at this mutilation of the ship. Silas must have ordered it. Gus had created enough room to thrust the open end of the pipe out of the ship, although he and Marlie still had it entirely on deck at the moment. Marlie was cramming things into the open end while Gus lashed the pipe to the railing and a bollard. Belvedere darted around them in a state of high excitement. Marlie had brought a collection of smaller objects, some of which she was trying to shelter from the rain under a tarp. Theseus looked more agitated than Anaroo had yet seen him. He was pacing up and down the deck, growling.

Anaroo couldn’t blame him. If that really is a weapon, they’re probably about to misuse it horribly.

Silas spun the wheel, the ship rose, and they slid into another cloud. This time, the air inside the cloud was heavy with water, almost too thick to breathe, and very dark. Thunder crackled quite close. They tacked. The fog was so dense that Anaroo couldn’t even see Lark and Hawthorn in the top crosstrees, but they responded briskly to her commands. The wind was choppier than ever. Surely that ship with her naked air bladders will think better than to keep flying fast and hard through this.

When at last they sailed from the cloud, however, they were greeted to the unwelcome sight of the Ambergris appallingly close on the starboard beam. Anaroo’s heart sank. The pirates had made a guess about which direction Silas would move, and they’d guessed correctly. Furthermore, the ship looked different. It took Anaroo a moment to realize that she’d spread her pectoral sails. The zeds had finally figured out how to use them, and their ship was even faster than before. Anaroo could distinctly see the black and white hair and skin of the zeds on the Ambergris’ deck now, and she had no doubt that at least some of the other fauns could see them, too.

The only positive aspect of the situation was the fact that the Ambergris had fetched up on the side of the ship where Marlie and Gus were mounting their weapon. All eyes turned in that direction. Marlie seemed to have come to some decision about what to put inside the pipe. She and Gus were struggling to get it into the narrow opening amid the lurching and bouncing of the oncoming storm. Then someone in the crosstrees called, “On deck! Take cover!”

Anaroo’s eyes jerked up from the weapon in time to see a flight of arrows from the Ambergris. The archers were too far away to shoot with any accuracy. However, the strong wind was in their favor, and the pirates were just close enough to send arrows arcing high in the air to plummet in a deadly rain onto the deck of the Albatross.

Even as Anaroo’s brain processed this fact, her hooves were racing backwards to land her against the mainmast, beneath its sheltering spars and rigging. The arrows fell a heartbeat later, thumping or clattering over the ship. If the Albatross’s deck had been as thick with fighters as that of the Ambergris, she might have suffered badly. As it was, the sparse crew was mostly able to get out of the way. Anaroo heard the whip-cord snap of a cut line, and the ominous tearing of a sail. She didn’t hear any screams.

However, when she looked up, she saw that the main topsail was hanging askew. Hawthorn was nearest to it, but he was crouched at the base of the yardarm against the mast. From the way he was holding himself, Anaroo suspected that he’d been hit. Gus shouted at him to clew up, but Hawthorn wasn’t moving.

Belvedere had brought Marlie a lantern, and she seemed to be lighting something with it. At the same time, Gus left them to swarm up the mast and deal with the crippled sail. Anything that slowed them now would be deadly. However...

Anaroo looked back towards the Ambergris. That flight of arrows had been a wasteful extravagance, clearly intended to soften an enemy before boarding. She didn’t think there would be an ongoing rain of arrows. Still... If it were me, I’d wait for my opponents to scramble about, trying to repair the damage...and then I’d shoot once more.

They did. Anaroo saw the arrows arc up and shouted a warning. Silas moved back into the doorway of his cabin. Marlie, Belvedere, and Theseus huddled against the quarterdeck, and everyone else was ducking under whatever shelter they could reach.

The deadly rain fell. Anaroo expected to feel a wooden shaft pierce her body, but the clatter ceased, and she was untouched. She raised her head and looked around. Silas had returned to the wheel. He was spinning madly at a hand crank. Anaroo thought they’d escaped real damage.

Then there was a strangled curse from high above and a scrabbling sound. Anaroo looked up just in time to see Gus fall from the upper yardarm. She watched in horror as he tried to catch himself on a rope, succeeded momentarily, and then swung with a sickening crunch into the second yardarm. His body went limp. He slipped from the rope and hit the deck with a leaden thump, where he lay motionless on his back, an arrow protruding from his right shoulder.

*  *  *  *
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MARLIE KNEW WHEN SHE heard the thump that someone had fallen from the rigging, but she was shocked, when she turned, to see Creevy spread-eagle on the deck. She dropped the fuse, which appeared to be made to burn very slowly, and hurried towards Creevy. Over her shoulder, she shouted at Belvedere to put out the fuse and mind the lantern. Marlie saw the arrow in Creevy’s shoulder an instant later. The arm was probably stunned; he couldn’t hold on.

She also saw at a glance that the arrow could not possibly be in any vital organ. It was not her chief enemy, so she ignored it. She found a weak, thready pulse at his throat, none at all in his wrist. She ripped open his shirt and saw the monstrous bruise, already purpling across his middle where the yardarm had caught him. His eyes were open and staring, his whole body horribly still. Gods damn you, Creevy. Why did you have to go racing aloft?

Marlie realized that the captain was crouching across from her, and Anaroo was hanging over her shoulder. Ackleby looked gray, his freckles standing out as sharply as they had after he’d been beaten. He raised hopeless eyes to Marlie.

“Let me work,” she said, more harshly than she’d intended. “Please sail the ship, Captain, and just let me work.”

He seemed to teeter for a moment. Then Ackleby shot to his feet and spun around. His voice came in a grating snarl, “All hands to wear ship! Anaroo, I want her as close to the wind as she’ll lie!”

Behind him, Marlie was busy palpating the back of Creevy’s neck and gently turning his head. His neck did not feel broken, and she could find no great lumps on his scalp. Still, the critical heartbeats passed, and he did not breathe.

Around her, she sensed the sailors running and moving, activity overhead, the feel of the ship turning. Marlie didn’t worry about any of it. She focused on Creevy’s unmoving chest. His lips were turning blue, and his open eyes were glazing. His pulse slowed beneath her fingers.

In Marlie’s mind, there rose an image from her past—a similar face, a shelt that she and her father had revived repeatedly after interrogations in Culowen’s cells. Once after a beating, he’d stopped breathing, and her father had done a thing...

Marlie leaned forward, tilted Creevy’s head back, pinched his nose, closed her mouth around his, and let out a long breath.

*  *  *  *
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ANAROO’S HEART WAS beating in her throat. As close to the wind as she’ll lie? That will mean sailing directly at the Ambergris! She did it, though. She called the orders in a voice that sounded amazingly calm in her own ears. Again and again, she saw Gus’s body striking the yardarm and thudding to the deck. 

Focus. You’ve seen friends die before.

Hawthorn was, indeed, injured, although he looked like he’d live. An arrow had hit him in the hip. He couldn’t figure out how to climb down, so Anaroo told him to stay where he was against the mast, and she took his place, calling the orders as she worked. 

With Marlie doing what she could for Gus, Anaroo supposed that the strange weapon was no longer an option. Silas means to board the Ambergris, she thought with a chill. They’ve killed his friend, he’s mad with grief, and he’s going to board her. We can’t win that fight. But Anaroo couldn’t blame him. It wasn’t his decision that chilled her, but the prospect of meeting the pirates face-to-face...of choosing sides. What will I do? She still didn’t know.

Anaroo raised her head from her work. The Albatross had come right up into the wind, now on a collision course with the Ambergris. Anaroo did not need a telescope to see the zeds lining her deck. We should be rigging boarding netting, she thought numbly. But we probably don’t have any. Airships don’t get boarded. Until now. 

The sails were trimmed. Anaroo had set the course Silas had asked, and now she came back down and approached the quarterdeck. She glanced unwillingly at Gus’s body and was surprised to see Marlie kissing him. Well, he did get around. She almost laughed. She almost cried. 

She did neither. She called to Silas from the bottom of the stairs. “Shall I pass out weapons, Captain?” The fauns might turn and use them against you, but you never know. They might not.

Silas was looking straight ahead, his mouth a flat line of concentration. He’d never looked more like a lion. “No. Go back to your post and tell everyone to hang on.”

Mystified, Anaroo returned to midship. Those on deck were looking at her. “He says to hang on.” She didn’t know what else to tell them. The whole group looked exhausted and demoralized. She was a little surprised when none of them asked about weapons. She wondered if the bleakness of the situation was now so apparent that they could only hope the zeds would spare them. 

Anaroo was beginning to wish for a bow herself. Will I really let them kill Silas without raising a hand? Her stomach knotted. Who’s over there? Someone I can reason with? 

Weapons flashed on the pirate deck—swords and pikes and arrows. Closer. Am I on the wrong side?

The Ambergris had angled just a little to port, so as to pass right alongside the Albatross—flawless maneuvering, although both ships would probably shear away some of their pectoral sails. Anaroo expected sharpshooters to start picking off the Albatross’s crew any minute, but the Ambergris held her arrows. Anaroo wondered whether they had seen the fauns. Perhaps they’re hoping to take us without further struggle.

Her eyes passed over Gus’s body again. We only had three true grishnards, and one is already gone. Gus is dead. In that moment, she knew she would fight, if only with her fists. 

Closer. The Ambergris would be alongside in a count of ten. One...two...

From the quarterdeck, Silas bellowed. “Hard aloft!”

The Albatross surged upwards. Anaroo was knocked to the deck. She struggled up and over to the railing. Just as she reached it, there was a terrible jolt and a tremendous, rending crash that shook the entire ship. Anaroo staggered again, disoriented, looking around wildly for the enemy.

A thin cheer went up, first from the shelts in the tops, and then from those on deck as they saw what had happened. The Ambergris lay astern and a little below, and she was in utter disarray. Anaroo realized that the noise had been the Albatross’s keel—the heaviest, most reinforced part of the ship—striking the Ambergris’s mainmast. The mast was trailing over the side now, so that the ship listed dangerously in the air. Zeds swarmed over the deck and up the lines, struggling to cut it free.

Anaroo jumped at another cracking sound, this one much closer. Her confusion mounted as she saw Belvedere struggling to rise from the deck, with Theseus on top of him. The brass pipe had shot halfway across the ship, leaving ugly gouges in the wood. The open end was smoking. Belvedere finally disentangled himself from Theseus and gave a whoop. He ran to the side to look back at the Ambergris. 

Anaroo followed his gaze. The ship had become even more unstable. Her light-gas bladders were bulging out of her open hull as she listed further and further to starboard. Anaroo thought she saw someone fall from the rigging towards the sea.

The zeds managed to launch two light-gas dinghies. They drifted towards the water, full of shelts and, Anaroo hoped, enough supplies to get them safely to land. There was another distant crash as the second mast fell, and now the Ambergris was on her beam-ends in the air. Her light-gas bladders were escaping, held only by their cordage. She hung for a moment, completely hull up, like a disemboweled beast. Then a gust of wind ripped one of the light-gas bladders free, and she drifted down, down into the waves.
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Chapter 33. Aftermath
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Belvedere’s ears were still ringing with the crack of the weapon, and his neck was sore where Theseus had grabbed him, but he was euphoric. “I shot it!” he exclaimed over and over. “Did you see? I shot it, I shot it, I shot it!” He even thought he’d hit the enemy ship, although he couldn’t be sure. Everyone was cheering and hallooing.

Belvedere hadn’t been paying attention to anything except the Ambergris, but now he looked back and saw the track of destruction left by the pipe as it had leapt away from the railing. It’s a good thing I wasn’t standing behind it. Except, he had been standing behind it. Belvedere rubbed the back of his neck again. Theseus had grabbed him by the scruff and jerked him out of the way just as the fuse burned down into the hole. 

Belvedere turned to look at his friend. “How did you know—?”

At that moment, a new burst of cheering drowned his words, and Belvedere turned back to the area amidships, where a knot of people were gathering on the deck around Master Creevy’s body. “Marlie is the best healer ever,” he told Theseus. “She’ll fix him.”

*  *  *  *
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ANAROO WAS PROFOUNDLY shocked to see Gus breathing. She was so surprised that, for a moment, she could not let herself feel any joy or relief. She crossed the deck to the spot where everyone was gathering and barked at Cobalt and Needles to get back to their posts and trim the sails. She almost said the same to Glossy, but then remembered that she was a healer, too.

Marlie was crouching beside Gus, feeling the pulse in his throat and wrist. His great barrel chest rose and fell in long, deep breaths. His shirt was half off, revealing an enormous bruise across his chest and belly. He did not appear to be conscious, but he was certainly alive.

Anaroo raised her eyes to Silas, who’d come down from the quarterdeck and was staring at Gus over Marlie’s shoulder. His voice came out low and rough. “What can we do?”

Marlie looked up and smiled. “We can move him into one of the hammocks in my dispensary. I suspect he has one or two broken or cracked ribs, but I don’t think anything else is broken.” Her calm, matter-of-fact voice brought Anaroo back to reality. Gus is going to live.

She wasn’t sure Silas believed it. He was wearing his card player’s face. He asked Anaroo to help move Gus to the dispensary and left Marmot in charge on deck. Marlie and Glossy helped move Gus as well. They needed all the help they could get. “You could stand to lose some weight, Gus,” grunted Anaroo as she finally heaved him into the hammock.

“Already have,” he mumbled. 

Everyone gathered around the hammock. Gus was blinking and moving weakly. “Thissbeen worsth food trip ever,” he slurred.

Glossy laughed. Even Silas gave a ragged chuckle. Gus caught sight of him and frowned. “Did I...? What?”

“You fell from the mainmast,” said Marlie. “An arrow stunned your arm.”

Gus blinked and looked around at them. “Oh.” He looked back at Silas. “Did I scare you, brother?”

Silas started to say something, stopped.

Gus was still looking at him. “What’d you do?”

“I sank an airship,” said Silas, as though he did not quite believe it.

The atmosphere in the cabin was becoming jocular. Everyone was talking and laughing. Hawthorn had come limping in with Needle’s help. Glossy had gone to get Gus something to eat and drink. A moment later, Gus asked, “What happened to the pirates?”

Silas gave him a strange look. “We sank their ship—dismasted it.”

“Oh.”

A moment later, Gus said, “Have we been boarded?”

“No,” said Silas, and Anaroo could hear the mounting anxiety in his voice.

Marlie looked up from dressing the arrow wound. “He hit his head. He needs to lie quiet for a while. Come back tomorrow.” Silas had not taken his eyes off Gus. Marlie looked past him and mouthed to Anaroo, “Get him out of here.”

“Captain,” said Anaroo loudly. “Don’t you think we’d better see how much damage the ship took from those arrows? Also, I think the storm has begun, and Marmot might like some help reefing all those sails.”

*  *  *  *
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BELVEDERE STOOD IMPATIENTLY in the corner of the dispensary, trying to get Marlie’s attention or, barring that, his mother’s. However, they were both wholly occupied with treating Master Creevy and Hawthorn and attempting to keep their balance in the now violently pitching ship. Master Creevy required more attention than his wound warranted, because he kept up a string of repeated questions, requests, and commands. He occasionally attempted to get out of his hammock and nearly fell twice. Belvedere tried to tell them about the weapon, but Marlie shushed him and sent him back to the corner.

Belvedere tried to tell Needles about the weapon as he departed for the upper deck, but Needles only assured Belvedere that he would like to hear the story later and hurried off to help with the sails. Thunder crackled outside. Even below decks, they had to shout over the drumming of the rain.

Belvedere had to settle for telling Theseus, who already knew because he’d been there, but Belvedere recounted the events anyway in case Theseus had missed anything. “We put the little bag of black powder in, and then we put the round ball in, but it kept rolling out, so we put some sheepskin in, and then we had to point the metal pipe, and it was terribly heavy, and I couldn’t move it, but Master Creevy could. And then we had to find something to stick through the little hole in the pipe to make a hole in the bag, and then we put the fuse in the hole, and we lit it, but it burned really slow, and then Master Creevy fell, and then Marlie left.” He stopped for breath.

“It’s called a gun,” said Theseus quietly.

But Belvedere was caught up in his narrative. “And Marlie said to put out the fuse, but I didn’t. And then the captain and Anaroo turned the ship around and we hit the other ship, and then the fuse burned down, and it went boom!” He threw his arms into the air and tried to caper, but only staggered against the wall as the ship gave another lurch. 

Theseus pressed his shoulder against the child to keep him from falling. “Shhh!”

Belvedere whispered in his ear. “But the pipe jumped backwards, even though we had it lashed down. It jumped back really fast, and you pulled me out of the way. How did you know to do that, Theseus?”

“Because there are guns where I come from,” muttered Theseus in his ear. “It’s dangerous, and I wish you’d stay away from it.”

“You’re dangerous,” giggled Belvedere.

Theseus did not dispute this. Belvedere tried to smooth the jaguar’s wet fur. As he did so, he glimpsed a pattern on Theseus’s skin beneath his pelt—a strange, irregular pattern. Belvedere squinted in the shifting light and shadows cast by the swinging lantern. “Theseus...do you have spots on your skin, too?”

Theseus’s skin twitched under Belvedere’s hand, and he growled more menacingly than Belvedere had ever heard him growl before. Belvedere took his hand away at once. “You don’t have to be so sensitive about it.”

Theseus did not answer. After a moment, he started to lick the rain water from Belvedere’s head and face as though by way of apology. Belvedere laughed. He took off his wet shirt, found a towel, and curled up in the corner with Theseus while Marlie and his mother continued to work.

*  *  *  *
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THE STORM WAS VIOLENT enough that Anaroo doubted they would make any progress towards Pegasus Bay before it subsided. Rain seemed to be falling sideways. The wind boxed the compass, and it was impossible to keep the ship on anything like a consistent course. Anaroo helped all available hands in reefing and stowing sails while Silas went around the ship, assessing damage, removing arrows, and assigning repairs. Silas also commented that they would ride easier once the rain-catchers filled. They were in need of ballast after jettisoning their water.

He kept slipping away to the dispensary to check on Gus until Marlie made it very clear that he was to let his friend rest for the remainder of the evening and probably the next few days. Anaroo could tell that Silas was worried, but he did not argue. 

If the order of command he had established during the action with the Ambergris held true, that made Anaroo his acting lieutenant until Gus recovered. Silas was certainly behaving as though this were the case, sending her to carry his orders to various parts of the ship.

By nightfall, the rain had diminished to a steady thrum, and the wind had settled in the east. They were able to bring the Albatross onto a more acceptable tack and safely carry a little more sail. Anaroo did not think that she and Silas would be slipping away to the keelhead basket that evening, but she was not surprised when Silas invited her to his stateroom for dinner. She knew that he and Gus usually ate there and she supposed they talked about the business of sailing the ship.

The Albatross did not normally fly in winter and had not been built to keep anyone warm. They’d both changed into dry clothes, but Anaroo still felt chilly with her wet hair—now long enough to curl around her ears. She was wearing one of Gus’s sealskin raincoats. Silas had on his blue and gold wool coat, and his red hair stuck up in wet cow-licks.

Rain drummed on the roof, but the cabin still seemed incredibly quiet after the shouted orders, thunder, and wind on deck. They ate their meal in exhausted silence. Afterward, Silas lit his poppy pipe. Anaroo had never seen him smoke indoors before, but she supposed he’d earned it. He offered her a glass of whiskey, which she accepted gratefully. The first sip spread through her middle with a pleasing warmth.

Silas sat back and shut his eyes. “Are the fauns saying anything about the Ambergris?”

Anaroo raised one eyebrow. They’re saying plenty. “What do you mean?” I’m not your spy, Silas.

“Are they angry that we sank her?”

Anaroo was surprised. “Of course not.”

“Even though she’d been taken by fauns?”

Anaroo considered. “I believe the general consensus of the lower deck is that, if they must be on an airship, they would rather be on an airship captained by you than by anyone else.” This was the absolute truth. The fauns had never believed that Silas was incompetent, but their opinion of his abilities had now risen to god-like status.

A smile ghosted across his face. Anaroo decided that this was a good time to ask specific questions. “Silas...you basically jumped over the Ambergris. Can most airships do that?”

He hesitated. 

“You did it before,” she added thoughtfully, “when we were running from Percival and Layjen. The ship bounced up... I’d forgotten.”

Silas nodded. His pupils had grown tiny—a sign that the poppy was taking effect. “Do you remember how I told you ballonets work?”

“Yes.”

“In most ships, the room air—normal air—is pushed out of the ballonets passively by the expanding light-gas as the ship rises. In order to come down, the room air is pumped back in. That’s how most airships are made.”

“But you installed something different?” guessed Anaroo.

“I installed pumps that work both ways,” said Silas. “I can actively force air out of the ballonets. This takes us aloft much more rapidly than most ships. I can also pump the ballonets completely flat, which gives us more lift.”

“Why did you install the two-way pumps?”

“We were doing some runs through mountains—low through the valleys. Great thing about airships—they can sail over land, too. We had a few close calls on foggy days—cliffs coming up suddenly out of the mist, and I decided we needed a way to rise faster.”

By “we,” of course, you mean you and Gus. “He’ll be alright,” said Anaroo.

Silas didn’t ask who she meant. He sat smoking and staring at nothing. After a while, Anaroo got up and wished him a goodnight. He did not respond, and she wasn’t even sure he was aware when she left.
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Chapter 34. Acting Lieutenant
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Marlie had been fairly certain, from the moment Creevy started to breathe, that he would recover. However, his confusion worried her enough that she was truly relieved when Glossy woke her early that morning to report that he was making sense. Marlie and Glossy had taken turns keeping watch over their patients all night, mostly to prevent Creevy from getting up and falling. Marlie still thought he should be watched, but one conversation assured her that he had improved dramatically. 

“Marlie!” he cried, as soon as he saw her. He was grinning from ear-to-ear and she smiled in spite of herself. “Glossy says that you kissed me to bring me back to life!”

Marlie snorted a laugh. “I blew air into your lungs to get you breathing. You were stunned from hitting the deck. What’s the last thing you remember?”

“I remember climbing the mast to clew up the sail,” said Creevy cheerfully. “Nothing after that. Gods, I hope that’s how it happens when I do die! No pain, no fear.”

Marlie grimaced. “Well, it was fairly painful for everyone else. The captain has been coming down here constantly, and you were babbling and not making sense. I had to more-or-less lock him out.”

Creevy’s face fell. “Poor Silas. You’d better tell him I’m alright.” He thought for a moment. “Gods. I’d better just go up there.”

“Oh, no,” said Marlie as he started to get out of the hammock. “The smallest bump on the head would be extremely dangerous for you right now, and the ship is bouncing all over the sky. You are staying in bed today. No arguments. Besides, it is the second watch of the night, and I would hope the captain is asleep.”

Creevy frowned. “Wait... We were being chased. What happened to the other ship?”

“The captain took down her mainmast and she sank,” said Marlie. “Now try to rest.”

Creevy’s eyes went round. “He did what?”

Marlie sighed, but it was clear that there would be no resting until Creevy had heard the story, which had been repeated to him at least ten times the day before. So she told him again. When Glossy woke, he asked for her version. By this time, Hawthorn was awake and he was able to tell Creevy what he’d seen from the crosstrees.

When the captain arrived at the stroke of the day watch bell, Creevy was sitting there beaming. “Dismasted, eviscerated, and sunk!” he boomed. “Never bet against Silas Ackleby, that’s what I always say.”

Ackleby’s sallow face broke into a smile of such relief that, for a moment, he positively glowed. He crossed the room, whereupon Creevy leaned out of his hammock and wrapped him in a hug that made him stagger. “Hey, sorry about falling off the yardarm. I don’t remember much from yesterday, but Marlie and Glossy say I talked a lot of nonsense. I hope I didn’t scare you too much.”

Ackleby disentangled himself. He sat down heavily in a chair. “I’ve had better days.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” said Creevy, his eyes shining. “Have you ever heard of an airship knocking another out of the sky? I haven’t. What gave you the idea? Other than the desperate urge to avenge me, of course.”

Anaroo had come in and was standing quietly near the door, looking pleased.

Ackleby passed a hand over his face and gave a ragged laugh. “So much could have gone wrong. I was afraid their rigging might become tangled with our keelhead. Then they’d either board us or pull us down with them. In the event, though, we just knocked their mainmast over. Once their air bladders started herniating through their open hull, the ship was bound to capsize.”

“Belvedere thinks he hit them with the weapon,” put in Glossy.

“He might have,” said Ackleby, “but I don’t want to try it again. The thing made a huge gouge in the deck. We’ll be sanding for days.”

Creevy had caught sight of Anaroo. “I hope she’s your acting lieutenant,” he said to Ackleby. “She’s a lot better at shouting than Marmot.”

Ackleby nodded. His smile was becoming less strained. “Well, now that you’re better—”

“He is not to leave the dispensary for at least five days,” interjected Marlie, “and then only if he can walk straight. Another blow to the head could kill him—even a minor fall. He has got to rest and then get up only when he’s steady.”

Creevy looked frustrated, but Ackleby was listening with complete attention. He nodded at Marlie, then looked back at Creevy. “Right. It’s blowing hard outside, but nothing we can’t manage. Rest. I’ll keep you updated.”

“Aw, at least let me move to my own cabin,” grumbled Creevy.

“You don’t like sharing a cabin with two pretty girls?” asked Glossy with a twinkle.

“Well, since you put it that way—” Ackleby and Anaroo were leaving. Creevy interrupted himself to call after them. “Anaroo! Come back for a moment; I need to tell you all the things he’ll forget!”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 35. Edge
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Anaroo knew that Silas had been worried about Gus. She knew that his anxiety had been clouding any joy he might take in his victory. However, she did not appreciate how worried he’d been until the danger passed. Silas was giddy. He smiled at everyone, laughed at everything, and threw himself into repairs as though they were a delight. 

In between helping him, Anaroo kept getting requests from the dispensary to visit Gus, who would launch into a fresh string of advice and directives as soon as he saw her. “Silas won’t forget most things to do with the ship,” he said, “but he’ll forget all kinds of things to do with the crew. We haven’t had a linen washing day in a while; this rain would be perfect. He’ll never remember that. Tell him.” On another occasion, he said, “The stowed sails will mildew if they’re not dried as soon as possible. You can’t leave them rolled up wet forever. Silas doesn’t usually do that. I know he’ll forget.” During yet another visit, he whispered, “You have to make sure he eats. If he’s upset, he’ll smoke poppy and forget to eat. You have to—” 

Anaroo exploded. “On the first night I met him, I put him to bed, Gus!”

He was so surprised that he stopped talking.

Anaroo drew a deep breath. “Silas will be fine. I am not incompetent. Please stop worrying.”

Gus stared at her for a moment. Then he patted her shoulder. “I’d be acting a lot crazier if I thought you were incompetent.”

Anaroo barked a laugh. “How?”

Gus looked sheepish.

“Silas will be fine,” repeated Anaroo more gently. “Please try to rest. He was terribly upset when he thought we might not get you back.”

That evening, Anaroo and Silas went down to the keelhead basket together. It was still raining, but not hard. Mostly, the wind was blowing in unpredictable, savage thrusts that made it difficult to move about the ship safely. Marlie had not been wrong in restricting Gus to his hammock. Needles had taken a nasty fall down the stairs to the lower deck that afternoon. He was lucky not to have broken anything. We’re all lucky, reflected Anaroo. We can’t afford to lose a single person. Even Hawthorn was back to light labor in the galley.

Climbing down into the keelhead basket was more than a little foolhardy, though neither Anaroo nor Silas made mention of it. They’d been down here earlier, trying to see how much damage the keel had taken in hitting the Ambergris. Amazingly, it didn’t look like more than scraped paint.

Silas had brought his poppy pipe this evening, which surprised Anaroo. She’d never seen him smoke it two days in a row, but she made no comment. The evening light shone diffuse and yellow from beneath the clouds, and the world glowed golden in spite of the rain. They watched distant waterborne ships for a while. Silas offered her the pipe, but Anaroo shook her head. 

Finally, Silas said, “I suppose you killed a lot of grishnards on Maijha Minor?”

Anaroo turned to peer at him. Where did that come from? “Yes.”

Silas was wearing several layers of clothes in addition to a raincoat. He had his shoulders hunched against the wind, and she found his posture difficult to read. “Do you remember the first time?” he asked.

Oh. Anaroo considered. “You’ve never killed anyone before?”

Silas shook his head. His eyes flicked sideways at her. 

Anaroo swallowed her instinctive derision. Any zed of Kwarla-conch would have sneered at such weakness. But I am not quite a zed of Kwarla-conch anymore. She folded her striped hands and considered. He’s not a warrior. What do you do with a man who collects butterflies?

“I was twelve. It was my initiation ceremony. I killed a hunter that my elders had captured. I cut his throat. I had to look him in the eyes.” You hardly saw those zeds you killed. Most of them got away...but not all. You killed a few for sure.

Silas nodded. She could tell he wanted to ask more, but didn’t dare.

“I’ve killed zeds, too,” said Anaroo. “Our tribes don’t fight often, but we certainly have our disagreements.”

Silas nodded again. “But that first time...”

Anaroo thought about it. “I suppose I was surprised at how easy it was.” Is that the wrong answer? “He wasn’t a person to me. That didn’t come until years later—until I met Gwain. Making friends with him...that changed the way I thought. About a lot of things.”

Silas said nothing. Anaroo wondered, suddenly, whether making friends with her had changed the way he thought about the zeds in the Ambergris. She wanted to ask, but they were already walking a line of intimacy that Anaroo did not want to cross. I am not staying here.

Silas turned suddenly and sat down in the basket. He reached into one of his many pockets, and Anaroo saw that he’d brought his waterproof cards. “Have a seat,” he said, with a return of the jocular tone from earlier in the day. “You’ll like this.”

“Losing at cards?”

Silas laughed. “You won’t lose.”

Anaroo sat down across from him. “You know the one thing I hate more than losing?”

Silas looked up at her with a grin. “People letting you win?”

“Oh, we are getting to know each other.”

Silas dealt the cards. Anaroo realized, suddenly, that they’d never played while he was smoking poppy. She remembered what Gus had said about making sure Silas didn’t smoke instead of eat. “Gus seems to think you will forget to breathe without him to remind you,” she said as she picked up her cards.

Silas barked a laugh.

“You really should marry him,” continued Anaroo. “Although you don’t deserve him.”

“I know,” said Silas cheerfully.

They played. And Silas was right. He lost. Anaroo reckoned they had played well over a hundred games in this basket over the last few days. Until tonight, she could count her wins on one hand. Tonight, however, she won until she lost count. Silas wasn’t exactly playing badly. He just didn’t care. He made mistakes, pointed them out, laughed about them, forgot what he was doing, made jokes, broke off into rambling conversations about airships, tried to talk to her about bows (of which he knew nothing), and digressed into a long lecture on beetles.

At first, Anaroo thought it was funny. She’d never seen him like this. After a while, though, his behavior began to wear on her. Underneath his banter, she sensed something dark and sad. Is this your idea of a gift? To let me see you lose? 

She was struck by a memory of that first night after all the violence and their flight from the Anemone. You made a joke about suicide. She’d almost forgotten.

When he started to refill his pipe for the third time, she said, “Haven’t you smoked enough?” Her voice came out sharper than she’d intended, but Silas only laughed.

“It makes you stupid,” said Anaroo.

“It takes the edge off,” agreed Silas.

Maybe I like you with an edge. Anaroo felt a sudden, unreasonable anger. She snatched the pipe out of Silas’s hand, leapt to her feet, and flung it as far as she could across the ocean. She stood there, heart beating frantically, conscious that she might have done something that he would find unforgivable.

Silas stood up slowly, looking dazed. He stared at Anaroo, then out over the ocean. Go on, she thought. Shout at me. Let’s be enemies again. Being your friend is too hard.

The poppy had worked its magic, however. He didn’t explode. After a long silence, he said, “You know that’s not my only pipe...?”

Anaroo said nothing. Her heart hammered against her ribs.

“Although it was my favorite,” continued Silas. He turned to her, bewildered. “Why did you—?”

Anaroo took a step forward and kissed him. She had not known she was going to do it. Silas seemed just as surprised, but he didn’t pull away. He stood still, unresisting, but unresponsive.

Then he was kissing her back. His arms came up around her, and he was suddenly holding her so tightly that she could feel the warmth of his body through all the layers of clothes. His mouth opened, and she felt the brief, strange brush of the rough back half of his tongue—a felid trait.

Anaroo broke the kiss and stood there with her forehead resting against Silas’s, breathing hard. His arms were locked around her like a fortress and a cage. “I am not staying here,” she whispered.

“I know,” he said, in a voice that was barely audible. “You said.”

So you did understand what I meant. Anaroo raised her head and looked into his eyes from a nose-length away. The pin-point of the poppy had vanished. His eyes were huge and black and sad and hungry. Maybe this is a bad idea...but I don’t care. Aloud, she said, “I can think of another way to take the edge off.”

Silas kissed her again. For someone so out of practice, he wasn’t bad at it. After a degree of initial desperation, he took his time. Finally, he muttered, “You know what this basket wasn’t made for?”

Anaroo snickered. “Oh, Gus is certain it can accommodate all necessary functions.”

“Gus has never tried it.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“No.”

They staggered against the edge of the basket. The sun had set and the rain was ice cold. “Are you inviting me back to your cabin, Silas?” asked Anaroo against his mouth.

“Yes.”

“Then I’m accepting. Shall we pick up your cards before they’re completely destroyed?”

Silas glanced down. “Oh.” Several of his cards had Anaroo’s hoofprints on them. He didn’t seem upset.

They climbed up the passage from the keelhead basket laughing, breathless, shivering. Anaroo had only been in the branching passage to Silas’s cabin once and that time seemed like a dream. They grew quiet during the final climb. Anaroo emerged into the pitch-black of the unlit cabin feeling the beginnings of uncertainty. Silas fumbled to light a lamp, then shucked off his wet coat and took Anaroo’s.

In the soft glow, she saw the modest bedchamber that she remembered. It had a thick glass stern window, a wardrobe, and washbasin. Through the open door, Anaroo could see the rest of Silas’s cabin. She noticed things she’d missed before—a framed blue butterfly over the imposing desk, paintings of airships, an alarmingly large beetle hanging like a hunting trophy above the map table. She also noticed the bed—really looked at it for the first time. The bed was much smaller than the desk, high-sided, built-in, thoughtfully constructed...and made for only one. Oh, Silas.

He followed her gaze. She could tell he was beginning to have second thoughts as well. He started to say something, but Anaroo turned and kissed him again. I’ve slept on tree limbs narrower than that bed. Besides, I’m not here to sleep.

She backed him up against the wall behind the trap door, caught his right wrist in her left hand, and pinned him there with his arm over his head. She had an idea that he might like this sort of thing. Captain Always-In-Control, let go of the wheel for a moment.

Silas certainly didn’t resist and he kissed her back enthusiastically. But, after a moment, he slid his hand down a fraction and laced his fingers through hers. Anaroo found this oddly touching. You want to hold my hand while I pin you? The idea threw her off her rhythm for a moment. To cover this, she reached down with her free hand and gave a quick tug that untucked his shirt. Some of the rumors about felids were alarming. Before this goes any further, I need to know what I’m getting into. Let’s make it fun instead of embarrassing. 

Silas drew in a quick breath as her fingers brushed his skin, and the muscles of his belly twitched. “You’re wound as tight as your ship’s springs,” she murmured.

He gave a breathless laugh and tried to bring his other hand up, but Anaroo said, “Uh-uh,” and he put it flat against the wall.

Slowly, giving him plenty of time to stop her if he wanted to, she slid her hand down his chest and belly to his trousers. She freed the tie and flipped a button. Silas tensed. You’ve worked hard over the last two decades to make sure no one ever does this. But he didn’t try to stop her, and she slid her hand into his  trousers.

His breathing sped up, and he kissed her, but she could tell he was at least as anxious as he was aroused. Anaroo drew back a fraction to look him in the eyes. “Well, you’re certainly a leon,” she said playfully. 

Silas did look a little embarrassed. She kissed the tip of his nose. “Is this what they mean by spines? Oh, that’s not so bad. Just have to be a little careful coming and going...”

Silas was breathing in long, shuddering gasps. His eyes blinked closed. “Anaroo...”

She leaned close to his ear and murmured. “Is it true what they say about felids—that you’ve got more than one arrow in your quiver?”

Silas actually giggled.

Oh, this was definitely a good idea. Her hand moved faster. She could tell that he was a little conflicted about finishing so soon, and that made it more entertaining. He leaned his head back, she nipped at his throat, and he shuddered. Well, those  trousers needed to be laundered anyway.

Silas leaned against the wall for a moment, catching his breath. “Is it true what they say about zeds?” he managed.

Anaroo raised an eyebrow. “What do they say?”

“Aggressive.” 

“Oh, well, if you really want to see—”

Silas stood up, took her by the shoulders, and spun her around against the wall. “Do you only get naked when you’re trying to intimidate people?”

Anaroo gave a startled laugh. “You want me to do this?” she pulled her shirt off over her head. “Nothing you haven’t seen.”

But there was plenty he hadn’t touched, and he was looking at her in a way that he had never looked before. Somewhere in their kisses, she got his shirt off, too. So many freckles.

Silas dropped to his knees and pulled at the laces of her own trousers. He looked up at her. “My turn.” 

Oh, you are a lovely creature.

Anaroo leaned back against the wall, shut her eyes, and whimpered.
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Chapter 36. Pegasus Bay
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It took them two yellow months to reach Pegasus Bay—thirty days of difficult sailing through fall storms. They were not attacked again, although they saw waterborne vessels attacking each other on several occasions. Silas took the Albatross very high to avoid tempting any fliers from the ships. At that altitude, it was unclear what islands the combatants might be from or even what species they were. It was perfectly clear, however, that the unrest in Wefrivain was not improving. They often saw smoke rising in the distance, and once they passed a small island completely engulfed in flames. 

In spite of this, the Scarlet Albatross had become a cheerful place. Gus recovered, although it was twenty days before Marlie would countenance his going aloft. The fauns had come to know their jobs well enough to feel relaxed and even to make friends with Lark and Marmot. A number of musical instruments and games had been found among the possessions of the deceased crew, and it was discovered that Lark and Needles could both sing. Hawthorn could play a flute. Stubs could play a bit on the fiddle. Marmot—in spite of being somewhat stocky and elderly—knew a surprising number of jigs. On clear evenings, they would set up their crude orchestra in the forecastle, where they danced and played and sang until the stars came out. 

On other evenings, they played games. In a stroke of irony, Silas stopped them from betting real money. None of them had very much, and he didn’t want fights. But they kept a running score and seemed to enjoy the competition.

A number of other bets were quietly settled when Anaroo did not return to her hammock in the crew’s quarters. There were winks and knowing looks and cunning jokes, though not in the hearing of any of the ship’s officers. The jokes died away when the pair did nothing scandalous on deck. Anaroo was clearly third in command when Gus was available and second when he wasn’t—a fact that had been true even before she disappeared into Silas’s cabin.

Food remained a concern. They stopped to hunt and fish on two occasions—always on small, uninhabited numeraries. They did not dine lavishly, but they had enough. Gus wanted to stop on an inhabited island and ask for news, but Silas only shook his head. He did not give all his reasons, although everyone on the ship could guess some of them. Perhaps he was right that the risks outweighed the benefits. Perhaps he just didn’t want to know what was happening. Perhaps he was afraid of losing something...or someone.

A level of apprehension developed on the Scarlet Albatross the day before they were to reach Pegasus Bay. No one had any idea of what to expect. Their supplies were low enough that they would be in a bad state if the port had been burned. Tensions fell perceptibly when they flew over the island a little after sunset and saw that it was not on fire. Indeed, the little port town looked to be in good order, with a number of ships rocking gently in the sheltered bay, their lights winking in the dusk. No airships were visible in the hangar in the cliffs above the bay, although it would have been strange if there had been, since this was not an ideal location to winter.

To everyone’s surprise, Silas did not stop at the airship hangar. Instead, he flew over the cliffs to anchor in a little meadow in the woods above town. After the work of securing the ship was done, Silas gathered them together and spoke. “You have all behaved very well this season. I know that none of you signed up for the journey we’ve taken, and many of you had every right to resent me and your shipmates. Instead, you have learned new skills, performed them admirably, and never complained. I am proud to call every one of you crew.” He paused, and the group shuffled a bit.

“In the past,” continued Silas, “this island was a haven for non-grishnard ships, as well as smugglers and even pirates. I have no idea how the situation in the larger crescent has affected this community, but, at a glance, things look unchanged. I think you fauns will be safe to go into town tomorrow and learn what ships are in port and whether they might be hiring.”

Silas watched their faces. After a moment, he continued, “If the slave species laws have reached Pegasus Bay, I will be happy to vouch for any of you. If you do not feel safe, you are welcome to return to my ship. I will do my best to land you somewhere better. However, if you see a chance with a ship, I suggest you take it, particularly if that ship is headed out of Wefrivain. This is not a good time to be a faun in the islands.”

“It’s not a good time to be anyone in the islands,” muttered Gus.

Needles spoke up, “Sir, why did you anchor up here in the woods?”

Silas gave a thin smile. “If things are as I remember them, I’ll relocate to the airship hangar tomorrow. We certainly need to buy supplies. But first I want to look around. Rest tonight. Look around tomorrow.”

There was a long silence, during which several people cleared their throats as though to speak. In the end, however, nobody said anything. At last, Silas dismissed them to their night posts and to their hammocks.
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Chapter 37. True Stories
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A short time later, Gus sat at the dispensary table in the golden glow of the swinging lantern, mending a pair of trousers and listening to Glossy read. Marlie sat at the far end of the table, sketching in her notebook. Belvedere and Theseus were playing somewhere below decks.

The evening’s activity had been Glossy’s idea. “Let’s read tonight. Please? I’m leaving soon. Let’s finish the story.”

Gus had expected Marlie to point out that they’d already finished this particular story at least three times. But Marlie didn’t comment—only got out her notebook and sat down. The three of them had played countless games around this table over the last thirty days, in addition to reading aloud the scant supply of books the ship had to offer. 

During the first yellow month of his recovery, Gus had shown an alarming tendency to randomly vomit. He didn’t even feel sick. One moment he would be talking to someone, and the next, he was losing his dinner all over their shoes. “Waste of good food,” he’d complain. 

“But you’ve almost lost your paunch,” Glossy would say.

And Marlie would just frown and mutter something about brain swelling.

Gus had also experienced some problems with his memory. The first time they let him out of the dispensary, he walked into a closet while trying to reach his cabin. He still felt embarrassed about that.

The children’s card game they often played had been suggested to accommodate his mental state, although Gus suspected it was more to accommodate Glossy’s distaste for competition. The game involved piles of cards and everyone working together towards a goal. Trust Glossy to come up with a game where everyone wins.

He’d miss her, though. Gus wondered whether Marlie had any notion of their casual affair. It had certainly made his frustrating confinement more bearable—stolen kisses during brief moments alone, caresses in the dark...and a more energetic reunion when he’d finally been able to return to his cabin. Glossy was a gentle creature, but she was neither innocent nor prudish. She was well aware of the effects of her favorite clothes and enjoyed the attention. She’s a lot like me.

Marlie, on the other hand, remained a dangerous enigma. Did I say anything about Ashbeak while I was delirious? Gods, I hope not. What about our contacts in the dockyard? Culowen’s business? Our rendezvous points? Gus could have filled a book with the things he would rather not share with the Maijhan Sea Watch. As far as he could tell, Marlie had not taken advantage of his illness. Still... I forgot half of what I said for the first few days. 

He hoped that Glossy felt sufficiently well-disposed towards him that she would not let him make a fool of himself. He hoped, but he wasn’t sure. Glossy and Marlie had obviously developed their own friendship over the course of the voyage. Glossy disliked conflict, and Gus had no idea what she would do if asked to take a side.

And, really, she shouldn’t have to. In those unguarded, domestic moments playing games around the table, Gus could not help feeling a certain fondness towards Marlie. It was difficult not to feel fond of someone who’d saved his life and who regularly held his hair out of his face while he vomited. She wasn’t bad company, either. She could even be witty if you caught her in the right mood. There were whole days when Gus could almost forget that she was Maijhan Sea Watch...and Mathias Kellard’s daughter.

“And they lived together in great happiness and contentment,” read Glossy. “They told the story of their victory to their children and to their children’s children, and they were remembered in song and legend.” She sighed and closed the book. “I like that part—the song and legend.”

Marlie made a flourish with her pencil and looked up. “Keep it.”

“Keep what?”

“The book. Keep it.”

“Oh!” Glossy turned it over in her hands. “Oh, but this one is yours. You copied it out, didn’t you? It came out of your sea chest. I couldn’t—”

Marlie returned her attention to the notebook. “Consider it a farewell present.” She smiled at the page. “Besides, I think I know it by heart now.”

Glossy looked touched and pleased.

Gus grinned. “If you really want to give her a farewell present,” he said to Marlie, “show her what you’re drawing.”

Marlie’s smile faltered. She sat still for a moment. 

“Gus,” said Glossy sharply, “I didn’t ask that, and it’s none of our business.”

“But you’re curious! So, so curious...” She was, too. She’d been speculating about it two nights ago in bed.

“No, I just—”

Marlie laid the notebook down and slid it across the table. Gus set aside his mending. He hadn’t really expected her to do it. Marlie had sketched the scene in front of her, perhaps even cozier than in life. “Awww...”

Glossy leaned close. “You are good, Marlie. No wonder you could make a living as a portrait artist.”

Glossy started leafing through the pages. Marlie stood up quickly and came to stand at her elbow. Gus didn’t think she’d intended for them to look through the whole notebook, but she wasn’t quite willing to snatch it away, either. Glossy emitted little squeaks of delight as scenes of daily life around the ship fairly leapt off the page. “Oh, Gus, it’s you!”

It certainly was. Gus raised one eyebrow at Marlie.

“You were convalescing,” she snapped.

“Shirtless and convalescing,” agreed Glossy, who was admiring the picture’s every detail.

“I’m an anatomist,” said Marlie.

“And there is so much anatomy here,” purred Glossy.

“I draw what I see.”

“You saw a lot of muscles.”

“Give me that.” Marlie made a snatch for her notebook, but Glossy slid it away.

“I’m just admiring! I used to have a friend who drew like this. You said I could look!”

Gus lifted the notebook deftly from Glossy’s hand while she was distracted and paged over a couple more sheets. He’d glimpsed part of one of these drawings, and he wanted to find it again. “And there you are,” he said sweetly and turned it around. The sketch showed Glossy half-standing in the crosstrees, the wind in her face, clothes plastered to her body, skirts and ruffles streaming behind her. Glossy leaned forward. She smiled almost shyly. “I’m not that pretty.”

“Yes, you are.” Gus was surprised that Marlie said it at the same time.

Gus turned the notebook back around. “In all seriousness, I don’t know why you want to hide these,” he said to Marlie. “Hardly anyone is naked.”

“They’re lovely,” agreed Glossy.

“They’d be more lovely if more people were naked,” said Gus.

Marlie rolled her eyes. 

“You have a whole bunch of notebooks in your sea chest,” ventured Glossy. “Can we...are there more we can see?”

Marlie looked uncertain. Glossy’s ears drooped, and her copper-gold eyes looked sorrowful. “I’m leaving soon...”

“Alright, alright,” muttered Marlie. “It’s a lot of people you don’t know.”

“Are they naked?” asked Gus hopefully.

Marlie snorted a laugh. “No. The naked ones were mostly crime scenes, and I believe they’re all with the Sea Watch. There’s nothing pretty about those.”

The notebooks were fascinating, though. Portraits and half-finished sketches jostled against notes and journal entries. Some of the images clearly had to do with her work. Others were more obscure. Glossy pointed to a laughing grishnard, standing on a pier. “Who’s that?”

“Someone I used to work with. He drowned.”

“And this girl?”

“She was a prostitute who lived in my building. Stabbed to death.”

“And this kid?”

“He sold pastries around the docks. I helped track down his body after he disappeared.”

Glossy grew silent. She flipped pages, going back and back through older notebooks. She stopped at a portrait of a big leopon with a scarred face and one white-blind eye. He sat at a desk, incongruously handling a delicate doll, while a child leaned across to watch.

“He’s not dead,” muttered Gus.

“Who is he?” asked Glossy.

“Culowen Reza.” Gus frowned. “I’ve never seen him like that, though.”

“Fixing a toy for one of his kids,” said Marlie with the ghost of a smile. “Because nobody can be a monster all the time.”

Glossy looked at her curiously. “Is he a monster most of the time?”

Marlie hesitated. “Not when I was around. He and my dad grew up together, so...no.”

Not a single picture of your dad in here, thought Gus, but he didn’t say it. He wondered if maybe he should tell Glossy that it was time to put away the notebooks. Here I was worrying about Marlie sniffing into my business, and now I’m getting nosey about hers.

The next page contained a detailed portrait of an ocelot—large eyes set in dark stripes very much like Marlie’s. She had drawn the animal again and again across the next few sheets—leaping high to catch a bird, sprawled in contented slumber, grooming, stretching, yawning, nursing a kitten... “Who’s this?” asked Glossy.

“Sliver.” Marlie folded her hands on the table and studied the woodgrain as though it held a secret code. “She taught me to track.”

After an uncomfortable silence, Gus flipped back a few pages and said, “I guess you know that we work for Culowen because he keeps Silas out of court for the leon thing.” He said it mostly to change the subject and because it seemed like a safe topic.

Marlie nodded. “I figured. Culowen owns most of the leons in Wefrivain.”

Gus opened his mouth to contest the idea that anyone owned Silas—with the possible current exception of Anaroo—but Glossy spoke first. “You said you are an anatomist earlier. I’ve never heard you say that before.”

Marlie shrugged. “Maybe not. That’s what my father calls himself—not a healer, an anatomist. He says you can look at a clock all day long, but you’ll never know how it works unless you open it up and take it apart. He’s probably right.”

“So, he took a lot of people apart?” said Gus.

Glossy turned to glare at him, but Marlie actually laughed. “Yes and no. Culowen ends up with a lot of bodies just by the nature of his business. My father has nothing to do with most of them until they’re beyond help. When he did have anything to do with killing them, I wasn’t present...not for the end, at least. But he’d let me help with the dissections, and he taught me to make accurate sketches.”

Another awkward silence. Then Glossy blurted, “I was raised in a breeding facility. When I became pregnant, I couldn’t bear the idea of what might happen to my child, so I ran away.” 

Gus was startled and curious. But Glossy nudged him, and he said only, “Me? Son of a whore! Not a bad way to grow up, actually. The brothel was an easy-going place on Mance—all grishnards, very posh. But there wasn’t a lot of future in it, so I ran away to sea when I was thirteen.”

Marlie smiled and shook her head. “Are we telling true stories this evening? Growing up in the Swordfish wasn’t all that bad. Or maybe it was, but I didn’t know the difference.” She stopped, and nobody said anything to fill the silence.

At last, she continued, “A lot of people I knew died. I guess I thought that was normal. The other ocelons my age were all dancers or prostitutes or both, and they lived a hard, dangerous life. Not me. Everyone was afraid of my father, so nobody hurt me. They hardly spoke to me. They just left me alone.”

“That must have been lonely,” said Glossy.

Marlie shrugged. “I could have made a place for myself among the leopon children, but...they lived in a different world, too. Different...pressures. I don’t know. I guess I wasn’t a very friendly kid.”

“Good thing you outgrew that,” said Gus.

Marlie’s mouth twitched up. She started to say something, then her green eyes crinkled, and she laughed. “I am telling you this story, aren’t I?”

“So far. What happened?”

“One day, one of Culowen’s leopons brought home an ocelot. He’d bought her from someone in town to catch rats. She was a little past her prime—past her best breeding years—so she was cheaper. She was also suspicious and unfriendly, which were good survival traits to have if you lived in the Swordfish. But she wasn’t afraid of me, and we made friends. She came when I was seven, and we played a lot of hide and seek. She told me that I had a good nose for a shelt. It was all a game to me. She had a few kittens over the years, and she was very particular about them. She wanted a say in where they got sold. I was about the only person she’d let near them until their futures were established.”

Glossy smiled. “That’s Sliver? The one in the notebook?”

Marlie nodded. “My father taught me to draw, but Sliver taught me to track.” Marlie’s posture grew tense, and she sped up. “When I was twelve, one of the dancing girls—an ocelon maybe three years older than me—was raped and killed during a wild party in the Swordfish. She wasn’t a close friend, but we had been friendly. I was upset...though not so upset that I couldn’t help my father take her apart.”

Glossy looked horrified. Marlie waved her hand. “It was just what we did. There was no malice in it, and I found the ritual soothing. I thought it was just what one did with dead people.” 

Gus was beginning to see why a person with Kellard’s interests might align himself with Culowen instead of a school on Mance. Most shelts in Wefrivain burned their dead—burned them whole.

“Afterward,” continued Marlie, “Sliver asked me if I knew who killed her. Of course I didn’t. I hadn’t even thought to speculate. My father never speculated. But Sliver said, ‘We have to find out...for you. Because someone might not recognize you on a dark night...someone who likes to hurt young girls.’ I’d never thought about that. I thought I was untouchable. But I let her walk me through the process of examining the spot where the girl had been found, tracking back to where she’d been killed, tweezing the scents apart...until we did have a reasonable certainty of who’d done it. One of Culowen’s nephews. ‘You stay away from that one,’ Sliver told me.”

Marlie shook her head. “I did more than stay away. I told my father, and he may have told Culowen. I don’t think anything came of it, but I felt I’d done all I could.” 

Her voice grew bitter. “Two years later, when I was fourteen, they found Sliver’s skinned body in a trash bin outside the Swordfish. Someone had killed her for her pelt. Ocelot pelts are worth...I don’t know...maybe a week’s wages...if you sell them to the right tourist.”

She stopped talking. Gus could tell that the story still filled her with pain and anger. “You did it again?” he guessed. “What she taught you to do?”

Marlie nodded. “Yes. Also...my father never wasted a body.”

Glossy looked shocked. “He made you dissect your cat?”

“No. He told me I didn’t have to help. But...it’s what we did with bodies. And I thought maybe there might be clues.”

Cold as ice, thought Gus with mingled admiration and revulsion.

Marlie took a deep breath. “I used everything she’d taught me, and I figured out who killed her. He was a grishnard guard, new hire, young. Probably thought he needed the money for something important—drugs, family, clothes, food... I didn’t care. She was a person. She was my friend. I started to tell my father what I’d learned, but...I knew it would be the same as with the dancer. She was a specimen to him, not a murder victim. It was a dissection, not an investigation.

“So that night, I went into our work room and put some things in a bag. I tracked the murderer to his flat, broke in, and caught him sleeping. I tied him up, gagged him, and did exactly what we’d just done with Sliver’s body...only he was still breathing...at least when I started.”

Glossy had gone utterly still. Gus felt a little sick. Marlie raised her eyes to look at them with an expression that said: You wanted a story. Happy? After a moment, she continued. “That’s not how the Sea Watch operates. I don’t want you to think that it is. I’d never done anything like that before, and I’ve never done anything like it since. But where I came from...everyone was a monster. I guess it rubs off.

“I started to walk home, half covered in blood, and then...somehow...I just kept walking. I don’t know why. I doubt I would have gotten in serious trouble...if anyone even found out. Culowen’s kids did some awful things and didn’t get more than a hand-slap. But...for whatever reason...I never went home. I’d taken my victim’s money to make my crime look like a robbery—probably the same money he’d gotten for Sliver’s pelt. I used it to buy passage off Sern. I went as far away as I could—to Maijha—and I sold portraits on the docks for about a year. 

“Then, one day, a big gray-haired grishnard showed up, said he was impressed with my work and wondered if I’d like to make three times as much money drawing suspects and crime scenes for the Maijhan Sea Watch. I didn’t trust him at first. But he kept coming back. He always brought food, and I was often hungry. He kept asking the same question in different ways. One day, he handed me a picture someone else had drawn of a little ocelon girl and said, ‘You’d be helping us catch the person who killed her.’ He had me then. It was another year before he realized that I was more valuable as a tracker than as an artist.”

After a moment’s silence, Gus thumped the table and said, “And he sent you after us! I suppose we should feel flattered.”

Marlie did not laugh. “Sometimes I think he just wanted to get me out of Port Royal for a while...because of the new slave species laws. I made enemies working for the Sea Watch, and ocelons have been disappearing.” She gave a mirthless laugh. “Guess he was worried I’d turn up skinned in a trash bin.”

Glossy put a hand over Marlie’s. “Don’t say that. It’s not funny.” She hesitated. “Thanks for showing us the pictures. They are really beautiful.”

Gus cocked his head. “You’ve got that in common with Belvedere, eh?”

Marlie looked confused. “Got what in common?”

“Well, the cat...”

She thought for a moment, laughed. “I suppose so. Theseus is a lot bigger than an ocelot, but...now that you mention it... I suppose you’re right.”
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Chapter 38. Remember Me
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Silas woke just before dawn the next morning. He woke, but he did not open his eyes. If he lay perfectly still, he could almost convince himself that the blankets piled around him were the warm weight of another body. He could almost convince himself that he felt the prickle of tight curls over his skin, that he heard familiar breathing against his ear. Almost.

Silas opened his eyes. She was gone. Of course she was gone. He could feel none of her warmth in the blankets. She must have left at least a quarter watch ago.

The part of him that was still in denial whispered that she might have gone to get breakfast, might be doing something on deck, might be hunting with Gus. If he stayed in bed, he could pretend that she was just beyond the door, that she would return at any moment.

He remained there longer than was decent, half expecting Gus to come rouse him. But no one came, and, at last, Silas got up and started to dress. He moved about the cabin slowly, trying not to notice that her bow was missing, trying to make nothing of the fact that she’d taken all her clothes. He was putting on his coat when something on the desk caught his attention—something black and white, with a splash of red.

Silas crossed the room slowly. It was a butterfly—black and white stripes with a red bar at the bottom. He had one like it in his case at home—a common species in Wefrivain. It was often called a zebra wing. On a scrap of paper beneath it, where a collector might have written the details of its capture, Anaroo’s small, neat phonetic characters said, “Remember me.”

Silas felt suddenly too weak to stand. He leaned against the desk. After a while, he recollected himself enough to protect the butterfly. Carefully, he opened the desk and put it in a little collection box, turning his head to keep it from getting wet. 

He couldn’t think what to do then. Even the idea of smoking poppy held no appeal. At last, he went back to bed and curled up, fully clothed, in the blankets where her scent still lingered. He was dimly aware of Gus coming in, saying something unimportant, and leaving. After that, he lost track of time for a while.

*  *  *  *
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MARLIE ATE BREAKFAST with the fauns—all except Anaroo—and left the ship just as the sun began to make the morning fog glow golden. She listened to their chatter with half an ear as they descended in the cargo cage. Naturally, they were excited and anxious about what they might find in Pegasus Bay. They’d never had so much freedom—so much control over their own destinies.

For her part, Marlie was more relieved than excited. She’d only been out of contact with the outside world for about a red month, but it seemed like a year. She wanted to know which islands were at war and how difficult it would be to land the weapon in the spot they had planned. She needed to get a message to Captain Merriweather—preferably by fast pegasus or griffin—to meet the Albatross at the rendezvous.

The niggling worry of what to do about Theseus continued in the back of her mind, but Marlie told herself she must wait and see. In her current capacity, she could not make the jaguar do anything. If he chose to leave the ship with Glossy and Belvedere, she could not stop him. However, Marlie suspected that he was operating under a directive to stay with the crates. She was curious to see whether he would follow that directive or break it.

Of course, Glossy might decide not to leave the ship, either. She keeps teasing about going away, but... Over the course of caring for Lucius Creevy, Marlie had slowly become aware that there was something between him and Glossy. It was nothing very serious. There was none of the fraught tension that anyone could sense between Silas and Anaroo. However, there was a certain kindness that one did not usually see between strangers—a gentle familiarity. She suspected that they had had some sort of intimate encounter earlier in the voyage.

After Gus’s injury, while he was stuck in the healer’s cabin for days, it was Marlie’s impression that Glossy and Gus had renewed their affections, although she never saw anything. She was surprised to find herself a little jealous. Marlie was not accustomed to feeling jealous and she did not like it. She could not even have said which one of them she envied. They were both interesting, attractive people, pleasant companions for an evening of games or stories. Marlie wondered whether Glossy’s decision of whether to leave the ship was causing them any distress. She half-hoped so—an unworthy notion that she despised as soon as she identified it. 

Maybe I’m just thinking unkind thoughts to steel myself against losing them. She certainly would lose them, one way or the other. Gus, particularly, was not a person she could continue to associate with after this was over.

I have been with the Albatross too long, Marlie told herself. My perceptions are becoming warped. I need to get out of here—remember who and what I am. Communicating with Merriweather will help. Still, as she walked across the frosty clearing and into the trees with the fauns, Marlie couldn’t help feeling as though she were walking away from a warm, safe home back into a dark, cold wilderness.

*  *  *  *
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ANAROO WAS HALFWAY down the other side of the cliff by the time Marlie left the Albatross. She thought she remembered Pegasus Bay from her days with the Defiance. Silas was right when he said that pirates sometimes stopped here, but they were not so brazen as to dock in the main harbor. Instead, they usually anchored in a sheltered inlet on the other side of the cliff. Anaroo remembered a fresh stream where they took on water. A discreet landing party could also walk over the cliff into town and purchase supplies. The town was nearly always willing to turn a blind eye to suspicious characters, as long as they came with money and allowed the port authorities to maintain plausible deniability.

There might not be a ship, Anaroo told herself. But if there is... She’d brought a pack of clothes, her bow, and two quivers of arrows—all the possessions she’d acquired in two years of slavery. She’d said goodbye, and she had sworn to herself that she would think no more on that until she knew her options. I said I wasn’t staying. I said it all along.

Anaroo topped the rise and looked down into the inlet. She saw two ships—one with three masts and one with two. The two-masted vessel was openly flying a black and white striped flag. Anaroo could not have said whether the emotion she felt as she started down the path was relief or disappointment. Just before she came level with the tree-line, she saw something else—a large animal swimming out towards the three-masted ship. Anaroo squinted. It looked almost like Belvedere’s jaguar.

*  *  *  *
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GUS EMERGED FROM SILAS’S cabin into the stateroom, shaking his head. “She’s gone.”

Glossy looked concerned. “What’s he doing?”

“Nothing. Curled up in bed, not talking, not even smoking. That’s bad.”

Glossy sat on the table, swinging her legs. She was wearing a loose, low-cut blouse, a tiny jewel-blue jacket, and very snug  trousers tucked into absurdly large, frilly blue boots. In any other mood, Gus would have laid her down across the table. Now, though, he just sank into a chair with a heavy sigh.

“It’s not your fault,” offered Glossy.

Gus stared at the tabletop. “Well...it sort of is.”

“Nonsense. She was going to break his heart from the moment she threatened to skin him.”

Gus snorted a laugh. He grew sober almost immediately. “Silas doesn’t make friends often, but when he does...he gets so attached.”

Glossy snickered. “Is that hard for you to understand?” She hesitated. “Are you going to curl up and weep if I leave?”

He laughed. “No.” He pulled her into his lap. “But I’ll miss you.” The delightful thing about Glossy, Gus reflected, was that it was nearly impossible to hold her, even casually, without feeling the warm, soft curve of her breasts. He nuzzled under her ear. “We should say our goodbyes again. In case you leave today.”

Glossy squirmed. “How can you even think of that when the poor captain is crying into his pillow in the next room?”

“You’re right! We should invite him to join in! I’m sure it would make him feel better. It would me.”

Glossy gave him a playful smack. “I am not leaving today. Tomorrow at the earliest. I need to look around first. It sounds like I’ve got time.” She slid off his lap and adjusted her clothes.

“How’s Belvedere?” asked Gus. “I saw him wandering around the ship earlier, looking worried.”

“Theseus wasn’t in the cabin this morning. I’m sure he’s just gone off somewhere. He’s a cat; they do that.”

Gus frowned. “I wonder if he left the ship to hunt. He could have gone down in the cargo cage. We didn’t lock it, and it comes back passively. I’ll tell Lark and Marmot to keep an eye out for him.”

“Thank you. Gus, do you...do you think we should go into town and look for Anaroo?”

“I doubt it will do any good.”

“Still... Just knowing what ship she left on might be helpful...knowing she got off alright.”

Gus sighed. “I suppose. Marlie went down with the fauns a little while ago. I wonder what she’s managed to tell the Maijhan Port Authority about us.”

A little resentment must have crept into his voice, because Glossy frowned. “You should not hold that against her. She is only doing her job.”

Gus spread his hands. “I’m a smuggler. She’s a police officer. What do you expect?”

“If she’s as good a police officer as a healer, you’d better watch out.” Glossy gave a cunning smirk and waved her fluffy tail. “She thinks you’re cute. I know that. Gods, that drawing...”

Gus snorted. “The one of you was just as cute.”

“Whatever. Are we going into town this morning or not?”

Gus ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, I guess.” 
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Chapter 39. Bad News
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The large, spotted animal that Anaroo had seen from the cliff was long gone by the time she reached the water. She forgot about it as she undressed, put her clothes in the oil-skin bag she’d brought, and started swimming out to the ship. The water was cold, but the inlet was calm, and she found the swim pleasantly invigorating. By the time she got halfway, the ship’s lookout had noticed her, and they sent a small boat to pick her up. 

Hands with stripes like her own dragged her from the water. They gave her a dry towel, congratulated her on finding them, and asked her name. “I am Anaroo of Kwarla-conch tribe,” she said as she toweled off and donned barely-wet clothes from her pack. The zeds were speaking with the accent of Maijha Minor, although she did not recognize any of them. They were dressed more lavishly than she’d ever seen among zeds—mismatched silks and fine linen and lace, sashes and jeweled belts, velvet neck-cloths and feathered hats. Anaroo had grown up in a tribe that dressed almost exclusively in fur, leather, and bone. The only furs or leather she saw now were purely ornamental—a griffin skin cape, a necklace of claws, a sash trimmed in tufted grishnard tails. Still, she assumed these zeds would at least know her tribe.

The boat went silent after she spoke, save for the splash of the oars. The one who’d given her the towel asked. “How did you get here?”

“I’ve been a slave for about two years,” said Anaroo, “most recently on an airship.” She had decided to keep the story as simple as possible. “I was with the Defiance for most of five years before that. Do you know what’s become of her?”

Another long silence. “Gwain’s Defiance?” asked one of the zeds.

“Yes.”

The one who’d given her the towel spoke quietly. “We know your tribe. Everybody knows your tribe.” He thought for a moment. “I should let the captain talk to you, though. A lot has happened while you were flying.”

Anaroo did not like this answer, but she was momentarily distracted as they passed the large, three-masted ship. It had strangely tiny ports above the waterline. Grishnard ships often had ports in this location for griffin nest-boxes, but these porthole-covers looked too small for griffins. As she watched, one of the ports opened briefly and something glided out and back in.

Anaroo blinked. It looked like the brass pipe that Belvedere had managed to shoot at the Ambergris—the weapon that Marlie had been trying to take to the Maijhan Port Authority. Anaroo looked down the line of little ports on the side of the ship. She shivered.

*  *  *  *
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THESEUS WAS HOISTED from the water into the familiar sights and smells of a jager ship. He felt as though the last red month had been a dream. Dutifully, mechanically, he told them his name and the names of his handlers. The captain was called. He listened patiently as Theseus told him about the storm, the faun slaves, the grishnard privateers, the zed pirates, and the Scarlet Albatross’s long, strange voyage to Pegasus Bay.

Theseus did not mention a foxling child. He told himself that this was not relevant, even when the captain asked for details about the gun’s use during the chase with the Ambergris. At last, the captain stood. “I believe you have done as well as could be expected under the circumstances. I will send you to Lord Magner’s ship behind the fleet. He can decide whether there is anything to be gained by putting you on a fast boat and sending you to the leopons.”

Theseus inclined his head. “Will you retrieve the gun and its trappings?”

“Of course,” said the captain. “Is this Scarlet Albatross in the airship bay?”

Theseus’s mouth opened, and the word that came out was, “Yes.” 

He wondered at himself, but before he had time to offer a correction, the captain continued, “Airships can be valuable in war, although they are fragile. We’ll take the whole ship if we can manage to do so without destroying it. Then we can kill anyone who may have seen the gun fired.”

*  *  *  *
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GUS WALKED THROUGH the little port town with Glossy on his arm, feeling free and easy. In spite of their stated intent, they did not go directly to the harbor, but stopped to eat pastries and drink excellent tea. They sampled local fruit wine served in coconut shells. They were regaled by two street performers, one of whom tried unsuccessfully to rob them. Glossy admired some mother-of-pearl earrings, and Gus bought them for her. She helped him select some new shirts for his wardrobe. It was a perfect morning. 

When they finally reached the port, Gus was surprised at how full the little harbor had become. There were not enough moorings at the pier, nor even enough buoy moorings further out in the bay. He saw ships anchored far out in deep water with little boats going to and fro. “Seven hells,” he muttered. “This is a popular place.”

Glossy looked around uneasily. Shelts of all descriptions were coming and going—hunti, shavier fauns, zed fauns, ocelons, foxlings, as well as the usual grishnard crews. “I didn’t expect it to be so busy,” she said, raising her voice over the hubbub. “It’s probably silly to try to find anyone.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” said Gus, scanning the crowd from on high. “The port authority is so small that it operates out of a big tavern on the waterfront—the Blue Tortoise. There.” He pointed. “That’s where you go to learn what ships might be hiring. It’s where you’d send messages from, as well.”

“Lead the way,” said Glossy from his elbow. “I can’t see a thing.”

To Gus’s dismay, the Blue Tortoise was just as chaotic as the docks. The bar had been shut down, and the Port Authority had taken over the entire building, but they were still having trouble managing the flow of traffic. Gus left Glossy on a stool near the door to keep her from being stepped on. After trying unsuccessfully to get the attention of one of four harried port officers, Gus finally spotted Marlie, sitting at a table near the counter. She had a quill in one hand and a vellum sheet in front of her. She was staring at it, oblivious to the crowd. As he made his way towards her, he saw that the page was blank, and she didn’t seem to be writing anything. When he finally reached her, she still hadn’t moved.

“Hey, Officer!” he bellowed over the din. “Can you throw me a line here? What’s going on?”

Marlie raised her head and Gus stopped talking. Her eyes were wide and bewildered. Gus put his hands on the table and leaned across it, so that he didn’t have to shout. “What’s wrong?”

Marlie licked her lips. She swallowed. “It’s gone,” she whispered.

“What’s gone?”

“Port Royal. It’s...it’s go- It’s—”

Gus turned and gestured furiously at Glossy to come over. Then he moved around the table and pulled up a chair. “Tell me what they told you.”

Marlie took a deep breath and was momentarily herself again. “About a red month ago during Moon Festival...fauns and other shelts from Maijha Minor burned down the Great Lodge...crossed to Maijha Major...burned Port Royal. Over the following red month, they took all the major cities along the coast. They were joined by jagers from the Inland Sea. They are now poised to take Mance. There’s to be a battle tomorrow, and ships from both sides are trying to get supplies and water. I need to figure out who to write...who to...who...”

Glossy had finally reached them. Marlie had stopped talking. The page beneath her fingers remained blank.

“Marlie has had some bad news,” said Gus. “Can you take her back to the ship? I need to ask more questions, but she needs to get out of here.” Glossy’s worried eyes searched his face. Gus leaned close to her ear and whispered, “Everyone she knew from Port Royal is almost certainly dead. Take her back and get her drunk or fuck her or put her to bed or all three, but don’t leave her alone.”

Glossy did not smile. “Oh dear.” She came around the table and tried to take the quill and paper. 

Marlie resisted. “I have to write someone. I have to... I can’t...”

“You can do that later,” said Glossy gently. “Let’s go somewhere quiet where you can think. Come on.” She deftly plucked up the quill, sealed the inkwell, rolled up the parchment, found Marlie’s bag, packed it all away, and pulled her to her feet. Gus made sure that they got out the door and were well on their way up the street before turning back towards the noisy tavern.

“Gods’ blood and scales,” he muttered. A war. A real war. With fauns like Anaroo...and jagers. He shivered. We don’t want any part of that. Silas was right to anchor in the clearing. He glanced up the cliff just to make sure that the Albatross was not visible in the sky, but Silas had moored her as low as possible, and the angle of the cliff hid her from view.

“You are like the worst case of intestinal parasites,” growled a voice behind him, “always coming back.”

Gus spun around, a smile already on his face. “Padmay!”

Padmay stood there scowling at him. She had one more gold earring than he remembered and more diamond studs than he could easily count. She was dressed smartly in shore-going rig with red waistcoat and gray trousers, her brindled hair pulled back in a tail with red ribbon. She was also a little stockier than he remembered. “You’re an idiot, Lucius.”

“I know. Let’s get a drink.”

Padmay rolled her eyes. “I don’t know why I keep looking out for you.”

“Because I am charming and adorable.”

“You are,” she said and took his arm. She walked him back into The Blue Tortoise where the noise of the crowd gave a degree of anonymity to their conversation. Then she murmured, “Where’s the Albatross?”

For once, Gus’s better judgment overrode his openness, and he hesitated. 

“Because,” continued Padmay in his ear, “some of these grishnard crews saw her fly over last night, and they are waiting for her to turn up in the airship bay. You might also have a care for yourself and your crew. They are pressing anyone they think they can carry off and they are requisitioning ships. There’s hardly an unclaimed boat in the ocean between here and Lecklock. Airships may not fight battles, but they make good transports. I suggest you leave as quickly as possible.”

The faint alarm bells that had been ringing in Gus’s head ever since he saw Marlie’s face grew to a deafening roar. “Thank you,” he said sincerely. 

Padmay stepped away from him with a grimace. “You’re welcome. You certainly don’t deserve it.”

“I’m sorry about locking you in that storage room.”

She gave a low growl, and he changed the subject. “What about the Anemone?”

“We will be fighting in the battle tomorrow under Lord Hilliard,” said Padmay with a grimace. “Layjen was furious, but there wasn’t anything he could do. Not even Percival’s family could get us out of it.”

“I’m sorry,” said Gus. “Truly. Is there anything we can do?”

Padmay snorted. “I’m sure Silas would choke on his coffee if he knew you’d offered.”

At the moment, he probably wouldn’t care. “He’d get over it.”

Padmay waved her hand. “We’ll be fine. Griffins from the grishnard fleet have been back and forth over the enemy lines. They have a few pegasus, but not many. No real air support at all—nothing to counter the three thousand griffins on our ships. Also...” she leaned close again and whispered. “Many of the gods have come. No one has seen the High Priestess and there are rumors that she died on Maijha Minor near the beginning of the slave revolt. But the gods of Haplag and Mance have spoken to the kings. Many of the minor deities have involved themselves, as well. Our airpower alone will be devastating.”

Gus nodded, thinking again, I don’t want any part of this.

“In terms of ships,” continued Padmay, “we outnumber the fauns and jagers by at least three to one. They’ve got some big, beautiful vessels, and I’m sure they’ll fight hard, but the grishnards can’t possibly lose. I’m just hoping the Anemone can slink away after the victory and not be involved in a land war to retake Maijha.” She uttered an incomprehensible hunti swear. “The Maijhans lost it; let them retake it.”

“Thank you,” said Gus again. He was deeply regretting his decision to leave the cargo cage anchored with a couple of rocks. Silas isn’t paying attention. It would be the easiest thing in the world for a few armed grishnards to come up in the cage and take the ship...or someone on griffin-back. “I’d better go.” As he turned to leave, Gus thought to ask, “I don’t suppose you’ve seen a group of shavier and a couple of zeds come through the Port Authority this morning?”

Padmay gave him a speculative look. “Are you still using those slaves as crew?”

Gus rolled his eyes. “Did you see them?”

Padmay hesitated. Finally she jerked her head to the left. “You see that group sitting over in the corner? Couple of foxlings and a hunti?”

Gus took a moment to spot them amid the crowd—shelts sitting in the shadows, drinking something they must have brought with them. “Looks like trouble,” he muttered. “Are they a press gang?”

“Sort of,” said Padmay. “Whenever they see fauns who look lost, they approach and offer them passage on a ship out of Wefrivain in exchange for unskilled labor. They target escaped slaves who are unattached to ships. They row them out to a big transport vessel at the mouth of the bay. By the time the slaves realize what’s happening, it’s too late. That hold must be crammed with fauns.”

Gus stared at her in horror.

Padmay spread her hands. “I wouldn’t do it! But the war galleys will pay handsomely for rowers. They’re stocking up for the battle tomorrow. I’m sure that crew scooped up your fauns. Cut your losses and get out of here before someone scoops up you and your entire ship.”

Gus found his voice. “Were there two zeds?”

Padmay looked confused.

Gus resisted the urge to catch her by the shoulders and shake her. “You saw our fauns?”

“Did one of them have bright purple feathers? Another one kind of blue and mangy?”

Needles and Cobalt. “Yes.”

“I saw them. Like I said, those vultures—”

Gus could feel his heart hammering. “Was there one zed or two in the group, Padmay?”

“Two, maybe? One? I don’t know. Gus—”

He turned away and started up the street at a dead run. 
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Chapter 40. Nesteria
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“Grandmother! I cannot believe you’re alive!” The captain stared at Anaroo over her map table in the small, but well-appointed stern cabin.

Anaroo smiled back, conscious of her own missing left incisor. She had not felt embarrassed about the tooth until now. “Nesteria. It is good to see you.” Anaroo remembered Nesteria as a tongue-tied twelve-year-old, whose coming-of-age ceremony had been one of the last that Anaroo officiated before going off with Gwain in the Defiance. Now Nesteria was a sleek and formidable ship’s captain with earrings made of grishnard claws and clothes that looked like a mish-mash of the most fashionable attire of the Maijhan nobility—lacy white shirt, blue waistcoat with mother-of-pearl buttons, blue dress jacket trimmed in gold, fine red linen trousers, and a gold waist sash. The thick locks of her striped hair were pulled back with a scarf of brilliant blue, woven with gold thread. She has had some successful raiding.

Nesteria’s grandeur and proud carriage made Anaroo feel strangely awkward and unkempt in her damp, retailored sailcloth. She’s what? All of nineteen? Anaroo reminded herself. The entire crew seemed ridiculously young. But that’s what we do on Maijha Minor. We make young warriors...who don’t get old. 

“Your cousin, Sarengail, has taken Maijha.”

Anaroo waited for Nesteria to finish the sentence. Maijha...Minor? Maijha...Major? Maijhan...trade routes? It took her a long beat to realize that this was the end of the sentence.

Nesteria grinned at her expression. “We burned the Great Lodge at Moon Festival, crossed to mainland, and left Port Royal in ashes. We continued on down the coast. We now hold all of the significant ports and several key inland castles. There’s to be a battle tomorrow as we proceed into Mancian waters. I expect we’ll be putting Seashine to the sword by the next full yellow moon.”

Anaroo found her voice. “How...?”

“The gods helped us at first,” said Nesteria. “The Priestess even shared our council meeting, but then she disappeared. Some say she was killed during the fire at the Great Lodge the night we crossed to the mainland. The gods have grown less friendly of late...ever since the jagers joined us. But we don’t need them anymore. We never needed them.”

Anaroo didn’t know what to say. She must have looked overwhelmed, because Nesteria suddenly came forward and offered her a chair. “Please sit down, grandmother. I am terribly rude to give you all this news at once—standing, in wet clothes, and, for all I know, an empty stomach. You look hollow. Please, sit. Have a glass of wine. I’ll have food brought, clothes, too. Is that sailcloth? Have you been on a ship?”

“I...yes.” Anaroo’s pride got the better of her and she brushed away Nesteria’s attempts to bundle her into a chair. “I am perfectly well. I had breakfast this morning. I have been crew on an airship.”

“At least have a glass of wine!” Nesteria turned to a cupboard and brought out the most elaborate crystal decanter and glasses that Anaroo had ever seen. “Do you like these?” she asked with a grin. “They came from a mansion overlooking the cliffs at Port Sardis. We freed over a hundred faun and ocelon slaves and gave the grishnards to the Firebird in the courtyard. The things we took out of that house...” Nesteria spread her hands. “Everything you see here was taken from grishnards.”

Anaroo believed it. No zed of Kwarla-conch would have such things otherwise. 

“And some of the slaves...” murmured Nesteria. “Oh, grandmother. We freed ocelons without claws, leons without tongues, fauns without eyes... The debt the grishnards owed could only be paid in fire...and it was paid.”

Ten years ago, Anaroo would have known how to respond to this. Now, she had no idea. To cover her confusion, she said, “Where did you find jagers?”

“They found us.” Nesteria sat down, cleared a space on her table, and poured the wine. Anaroo cautiously lowered herself into a chair opposite. “They have been watching the unrest in Wefrivain with great interest,” continued Nesteria, “all the turmoil created by Gwain’s book and the Temple’s loss of control in the islands. The jagers say that they were driven from Wefrivain hundreds of years ago when the grishnards made an alliance with wyverns. They went deep into the Lawless Lands to the Inland Sea. They left Wefrivain, but they never forgot, and they have not been idle. They believe that they now have the capacity to combat wyverns and griffins. I think they are right.” She hesitated. “We’re betting our lives on it, because tomorrow we will meet the combined strength of Mance, Haplag, and Lecklock in our first pitched battle. We will succeed or die.”

Anaroo looked at her granddaughter, sitting there in her splendid, stolen clothes, with the military might of old Wefrivain bearing down on her—smiling, radiant—and Anaroo’s heart swelled with pride. This was all Kwarla-conch had ever wanted. It was all they had ever prayed for on the pyre of the Firebird year after year when the hunters came to kill them. Revenge—full and sweet and bloody. No one had ever deserved it more.

But... “Is the Defiance with you?”

Nesteria’s smile faltered. “No.”

Anaroo felt a cold hand at her throat. “Is she...still sailing?”

“As far as I know. But I think they’ve left Wefrivain.” She hesitated.

“Tell me,” said Anaroo.

Nesteria’s eyes dropped to the table. “You may not like it, Grandmother.”

“Tell me,” repeated Anaroo.

“Gwain Maijha shared our final council meeting in the Lodge before it burned. He tried to talk Sarengail out of taking us across to attack the mainland.”

I’ll bet he did. Emotions washed over Anaroo and collided with each other in her head. 

Nesteria shrugged. “Gwain wanted us to make common cause with the grishnards against the pirates who have been harrying them over the past year...against the wyverns, too. He wanted us to help restore peace to the islands...to put the grishnards in our debt, to demand fair treatment in exchange.” She hesitated. “Gwain’s way was always gentler.”

Nesteria stopped talking and Anaroo made no move to fill the silence. The wine was excellent. The best that Maijha had to offer, no doubt. She was a little surprised that her cousin Sarengail was still alive. She’d been leading Kwarla-conch for a long time. She was five years older than Anaroo, and she’d been almost an adoptive mother to Gwain when he arrived on the island as a teenager. Clearly, they’d had a falling out.

That shouldn’t surprise me. Gwain and Sarengail had both wanted desperately to improve the situation of fauns and other slave species in Wefrivain. In their own separate ways, they’d both worked to that end all their lives. But, thought Anaroo, Sarengail had no use for weak or timid fauns. She wanted to win because she believed we were stronger...fiercer...more cunning. Gwain didn’t want to win because he was stronger or fiercer or more cunning. He wanted to win because he was right.

So he wrote a book about justice and reason and irony...and it made everyone talk and laugh and think. But Sarengail picked up a sword and started setting towns on fire. And who changed the world more in the end?

Anaroo shook her head. The wine was making her muzzy, and she needed to think. She put down her glass.

Nesteria spoke again. “Gwain may have helped us, although it didn’t seem like it at the time. He took those who weren’t entirely with us. They went away in his ships.”

“Ships?” echoed Anaroo.

“Yes, there were half a dozen or more,” said Nesteria. Her lip curled. “Some said the Fang was among them.”

Anaroo’s stomach clenched. Silveo’s ship. It had once been the flagship of the Temple Sea Watch—a bitter enemy of faun Resistance. Anaroo had been carried as a prisoner aboard the Fang to the Temple of the High Priestess on Lecklock, where she’d been interrogated and, at least temporarily, broken. No matter how hard she tried, Anaroo could remember nothing of the first year after her interrogation and only fragments of the year after that.

Nesteria’s voice brought her back to the present. “This airship you’ve been flying—where is it?”

Anaroo cocked her head. “Why do you ask, Granddaughter?”

Nesteria had the grace to look embarrassed. “Some zeds and shavier have been trying to acquire them. They make swift transports, but they’re fragile. We accidentally destroyed most of the ones we’ve managed to capture. Would your crew be interested in helping us?”

Anaroo was impressed that Nesteria had asked and not assumed. “I don’t think so,” she said. “I did not tell them I was leaving, although I bear them no ill will. It’s a mixed crew.”

Nesteria studied her face. “How mixed?”

“One leon, one ocelon, two foxlings, a handful of fauns.” She hesitated. “And three grishnards.”

A delicate pause. “If you see them again, you might tell the grishnards to consider being leons for a while.”

Anaroo gave an unexpected snort of laughter. The idea of Silas and Gus switching their species identities after all these years struck her as absurd. At the same time, she was touched that Nesteria was willing to offer life-saving advice to a grishnard, simply on the strength of Anaroo’s goodwill.

Nesteria was looking at her oddly, and Anaroo waved her hand. “One of them is a mountain grishnard. I don’t think he would make a very convincing leon.”

“Then he should leave Wefrivain.” 

Anaroo nodded. “Gwain always said that if something like this happened, we would only create a world exactly like the one we despised...except tipped in our favor instead of in theirs.”

Nesteria considered. “I think the world is always tipped in someone’s favor, Grandmother. It has been tipped against us long enough.”

Anaroo did not dispute this.

Nesteria leaned across the table, and her eyes glittered. “Can you still use a bow?”

Anaroo bristled. “Try me at two hundred paces and see.”

Nesteria slapped the table and cackled. “I wouldn’t dare. Fight with us tomorrow, Grandmother! Live or die—it will be the greatest battle these islands have ever known!”

It will indeed. “I don’t suppose there’s any point looking for the Defiance?”

Nesteria shook her head. “Last I knew, they were headed to the Sunkissed Isles and then to the Pendalons. That was a red month ago.”

Right about the time the lighthouses started going out, just before the storm and the mutiny. It all made sense, now—the burning towns, the fighting ships. These had been ripples spreading out from the cataclysm in Maijha.

Nesteria was looking at her earnestly. “We’re almost done watering,” she said. “Then we sail back north towards our fleet. There’s been an unspoken truce over the last few days. No one wants to waste their resources before the big battle, but it’s awkward. Most of the ships in the port are grishnards or their allies. We’d like to be away soon.” She thought for a moment. “If you want to stay and fight with us, I will do what I can to help you find the Defiance after the battle. I do not hold out much hope, but I will do my best.”
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Chapter 41. Bells
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Gus burst into Silas’s bedroom, sweating and trying to catch his breath. “Silas,” he panted. “Silas, you’ve got to get up. I know it’s a bad time, but we have to leave.”

The quiet cabin, filled with dust motes and sunlight, seemed a world away from the ominous activity on the pier. There was a long pause, and Gus fervently hoped that Silas had not smoked himself into oblivion. The room didn’t smell like poppy, but grishnards did not have keen noses, and Silas could have opened a window or gone down to the keelhead basket.

At last, a voice issued from the blankets. “Why?” He sounded flat, but not foggy.

Gus leaned against the doorframe in relief. “Because there’s about to be a battle, and they’re requisitioning ships. They were looking for the Albatross in the airship bay this morning. It’s a good thing you decided not to moor there. It won’t be long before some griffin scout reports her up here, though. The port is thick with heavily armed ships. We’ve got to go!” 

Silas’s head rose from the blankets, blinking. “Who...?”

“Grishnards and their allies versus the fauns and the jagers,” said Gus quickly. “Please get up.” 

Silas blinked again. He struggled up shakily and sat on the edge of the bed in his rumpled clothes. “Which islands?”

“Haplag, Mance, and Lecklock. I told you; this is huge. No place for an airship.”

Silas massaged his temples. “We need supplies...”

Gus crouched down in front of him and met his eyes. “We need not to be pressed onto a battleship, while the Albatross becomes an expendable transport vessel.”

The immediacy of the situation finally seemed to penetrate, and Silas stood up. “That bad?”

“Worse.” Gus bit back the rest. One thing at a time.

Silas strode through the cabin and down the hall, straightening his clothes and trying to make his hair lie down. “Who’s aboard?”

“Lark, Marmot, Glossy, Marlie, and Belvedere. I think Theseus went off to hunt, and the fauns went into town.”

“That is a dangerously thin crew,” muttered Silas. “We won’t be able to perform some maneuvers.”

“I know, and—” They’d stepped out onto the quarterdeck. The crisp fall wind made Gus shiver in the cooling sweat from his run. 

Silas turned to him with a suspicious expression. “And what—?”

I shouldn’t tell him. He might do something stupid. But his mouth opened, and words tumbled out. “They’re taking fauns to row the war galleys. They took—” He couldn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t need to. 

Silas’s eyes grew so dark that Gus could hardly see any brown. He reached up and caught the lapels of Gus’s coat. “Are you sure?”

Gus tried to take a step back. “No. I mean, probably. I’m sorry, Silas. I didn’t see. But I talked to Padmay, and she said a group of slavers have been grabbing all the fauns who come asking about ships. She saw Needles and Cobalt for sure, and probably the others. The slavers tell them they’ve got a ship leaving Wefrivain and row them out to a big transport at the mouth of the—”

“Why didn’t you do something?!” thundered Silas.

“What was I supposed to do? It had already happened! The press gangs will be coming for the Albatross at any moment! What was I supposed to do, Silas?”

Silas turned away and leaned against the rail. He took slow, deep breaths. Gus wondered whether he would insist on going out to look for Anaroo. It would be a foolish decision, leaving the Albatross even more unprotected. But... If, by some fortune, she hasn’t been taken, and we abandon her here... He could almost see the churn of Silas’s thoughts—no good options, not enough information, damned every way. 

After a moment, Silas said, “Ring the bells.”

“Excuse me?”

“The bells,” snapped Silas, “The alarm bell, the watch bell, the dinner bell—every bell on the ship! Anyone who is trying to reach us will hear them.”

“Including the press gangs,” said Gus.

Silas turned to him with a snarl, and Gus stepped back. “Yes, sir. Bells. Ringing. Now.”

*  *  *  *
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THESEUS HAD BREAKFAST aboard the jager ship and even allowed the captain to engage him in a lengthy conversation about airships and their sailing practices. He paced the deck without the slightest tremor. His amber eyes revealed nothing of the turmoil in his belly. He said words that he would not remember the next day. He paced. 

Towards mid-morning, he excused himself from the captain, went to the port railing, and announced that he wished to hunt on shore. Without asking permission or giving any of the surprised onlookers time to argue, Theseus jumped into the sea. As he paddled away, he half expected to be blown out of the water. His behavior was insubordinate in the extreme. He half expected a boat with swift rowers to come after him and beat him into submission, perhaps even drown him. He half expected to be followed at a distance to see what he might do.

However, Theseus’ gut told him that these things were unlikely, that he’d played his part well, that the captain and officers would be incensed at his behavior, but that they would believe him. They would think that he really had gone to hunt. They would expect to beat him upon his return and remind him that he was on a disciplined jager gunship now and not some grishnard smuggler. They would not, for a moment, suspect the truth.

Theseus kept paddling in spite of the shouts and curses behind him. His heart thundered in his ears and his breath came short and sharp through his teeth. Nevertheless, he felt a degree of returning calm. Strange, he reflected, that his training had been so thorough in every respect, and yet the jagers had never done the one thing that might have kept him loyal. They had never loved him.

*  *  *  *
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GUS DROPPED BACK DOWN into the meadow in the cargo cage, listening to the frantic cacophony of the bells overhead. This is insane, he thought, but he stood there and waited, eyes scanning the edge of the forest. At best, no one will hear us. At worst... He didn’t like to think about that.

But Silas couldn’t do anything else. Not and live with himself. Gus supposed that if Silas couldn’t live with himself, Gus couldn’t live with him, either. How long can we keep this up before someone notices?

It couldn’t have been very long, although it felt like an age as he stood there in the sunlight, breathing the fall air and watching the rustling leaves, tinged with red and gold. His eyes strained to see into the shadows where the trail left the meadow. Nothing is coming, he told himself. We’ll keep this up for a quarter watch, and then we’ll leave. They probably can’t even hear us in—

Soldiers burst out of the trees. Gus swore and jerked hard on the rope that communicated with the ship—unnecessarily, as Marmot must see what was happening from his vantage point in the cage’s docking bay. The flick of a lever would bring the cage up under the power of the great gears. Pull me up, damn you.

To Gus’s mounting frustration, nothing happened. The cargo cage remained inert. The soldiers were coming on at a jog. They were grishnards in leather armor, sheathed swords at their hips. Some had spears. Gus had brought one of the ship’s swords with him, but he knew that he was no match for trained fighters. He felt terribly exposed in the metal cage. Is Marmot asleep?

He risked a look upwards and caught a glimpse of a griffin sailing over the ship. We are finished.

Another movement out of the corner of his eye—a streak of color and pattern. Gus turned and saw the jaguar barreling towards him. The soldiers, who were now halfway across the clearing, shouted in alarm. One of them threw a spear, which narrowly missed the racing cat. The cargo cage gave a jerk, and began to rise. Marmot must have seen Theseus coming through the trees. That’s what he was waiting for.

But he was done waiting now. The cage was already more than a shelt’s height above the ground, and the soldiers were running, too. Gus saw the anchor chain shudder. We’re getting out of here for real. Then one of the soldiers staggered and pitched headlong into the dirt. An arrow quivered in his back. 

Gus’s head whipped around. Anaroo was standing halfway across the other side of the clearing, bow drawn, taking aim at another soldier. Oh, yes! Gus looked around desperately. Oh, no!

The cage was three times the height of a shelt above the ground now...more, and no one could jump that high. No one. He thought this, even as the jaguar landed, snarling, against the bars. Gus staggered as the cage slewed sideways with Theseus’s weight. He leaned out and shouted desperately at Anaroo. “The anchor!” All the slack had left the chain. It was definitely coming up. It would pull free of the earth at any moment. 

He thought she heard him. She was already on the same side of the meadow as the anchor, and she ran towards it, along with the remaining soldiers. Gus clenched and unclenched his fists, powerless to do anything as the knot of shelts converged. Swords flashed. Anaroo was laying about her with her bow, using it like a staff. The cargo cage rose quickly. The tangle of shelts below grew smaller, less distinct. “Come on,” he whispered. “Come on, Anaroo.”

Theseus had climbed into the cargo cage, and he stood silently beside Gus, watching. There was a perceptible jerk as the anchor pulled loose of the earth, and the Albatross flew free on the wind. The struggling knot of shelts broke apart as the anchor came up through their midst. A slender form was standing on it, clinging to the chain. Her black and white stripes flashed in the clear sunlight.

Gus gave a whoop and startled Theseus by throwing an arm around him. “She came back! Oh, thank the gods...! Well, not the gods, because they’d probably like to kill us, but thank the Firebird, anyway.”

Theseus growled. “I saw griffins circling the ship.”

“Oh.” Gus had almost forgotten. “So did I.” He glanced up. The cargo cage was rising at about twice the rate of the anchor. The bells had stopped ringing. “I wonder what’s going on up there.”
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Chapter 42. Thieves
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Anaroo clung to the anchor chain, gasping. She’d broken her bow over someone’s head. She needed both hands to hold on. Her arrows and bundle of clothes had been lost. Focus.

She’d heard the bells just as she topped the cliffs from the beach, and she’d run the rest of the way to the meadow. She knew something must be terribly wrong, but she didn’t know what. Now, with the blood beating madly in her ears, she could guess. If Nesteria was interested in the Albatross, how much more so these grishnards who might actually know how to sail her? But if it were a simple matter of attempted theft, why hadn’t Silas flown away quietly? Why ring the bells?

To call the jaguar? She hesitated. To call me? It didn’t make sense.

The cargo cage had disappeared into the hold. The anchor would be a bit longer coming up. However, Gus and Theseus would have to climb several levels to reach the upper deck, whereas the anchor would bring Anaroo to a point just beneath the prow for a relatively easy climb over the side. The smoothness with which the anchor rose made her think that it was coming up under the power of springs and gears instead of being winched up by the crew. Silas didn’t usually waste energy from the ship’s springs on such minutiae. Odd.

As the anchor finally clinked into place, Anaroo was surprised not to see faces peering over the side of the ship. Everyone should have been able to see the drama unfolding below, but nobody greeted her. No friendly hand threw her a rope. Grimacing, because she was beginning to feel a few bruises from the soldiers, Anaroo climbed up the remainder of the chain. 

She would have laughed, then, if she’d had breath, because she’d come up right under the spot in the forecastle that she used for target practice. An arrow that she’d driven all the way through the rail was still protruding, and she used it as a hand hold. She managed to get the fingers of her other hand into a scupper at the base of the railing. Gritting her teeth, hoping that the ship did not hit a rough patch, she hoisted herself to the height of the bulwark and got a hand over the top. Her right hoof found the edge of the scupper as her head cleared the edge of the rail. She was about to heave herself over the side of the ship, when she got a glimpse of what was happening on deck. 

Anaroo froze. Three barded griffins were standing there, wings folded, tails twitching. Two armed grishnards had herded Lark, Glossy, Marlie, and Belvedere together in the center of the deck. A third grishnard was on the quarterdeck, talking to Silas. No swords had been drawn, although the grishnards touched their hilts periodically as though to remind everyone of what could happen. Anaroo heard one of the grishnards speaking to Lark: “Where is the rest of your crew?”

“I told you, everyone else is in town.” Lark’s voice cracked, as it sometimes did when he was nervous.

The grishnard snorted. “We’ll find them, and when we do, it’ll go worse for you. Better just tell us where they’re hiding. No one sends their entire crew into town.”

“One person is in the cargo bay,” said Lark. “That’s all. We lost crew in a storm. We were here to recruit—”

“What about your capstan slaves?” interrupted the other grishnard. “Surely you didn’t send them into town?” He adopted a condescending tone. “We know how this works, kid. We’re all sailors here. But you can’t hide them. Not today, when we’re about to fight the greatest battle the crescent has ever—” He broke off as he spotted Anaroo. “Well, there’s one! Are you dangling them over the side? I’ve never seen that before.”

Anaroo wasn’t sure what to do, but there was nothing to be gained by clinging to the ship in such a precarious position, so she stepped over the bulwark onto the deck. One of the grishnards circled the capstan and approached her. Now he did draw his sword, and she could tell that he knew how to use it.

With a sinking feeling, Anaroo held out her hands to show that she did not have a weapon. Did I refuse Nesteria only to be dragged back into slavery? 

The grishnard glanced over the side as though expecting to see a dozen capstan slaves clinging there. When he did not, he caught her by the arm and marched her back to the rest of the group.

His companion shook his head at Lark. “What did you do? Turn them loose and tell them to hide aboard ship?”

Anaroo raised her eyes to the quarterdeck. Silas was staring at her, and the expression on his face went through her like an arrow. All the guilt she had not allowed herself to feel crashed down like a wave. I told you I wasn’t staying. I told you. Please don’t look at me like that.

She wondered, for one wild moment, whether he might sell her to these grishnards. He can hold a grudge. Didn’t Percival used to be his friend?

Then she heard Silas say to the grishnard at his side, “Yes, we sold the rest of them, but that one bites and kicks. Practically useless.”

“It doesn’t look useless,” rumbled the grishnard. “Why is it unchained? And dressed?”

At that moment, there was a thump of feet on the stairs from the lower deck, and Gus emerged. “Well!” exclaimed one of the grishnards. “That’s more like what we—”

He was interrupted by an excited shriek from the knot of captives, and Belvedere dashed forward. “Theseus!”

All of the grishnards reacted to Belvedere’s sudden movement by drawing their swords. One of the griffins pounced. He missed, but a follow-up swat from his paw knocked the child sprawling. In the same instant, Theseus flashed across the deck and landed above Belvedere. He roared into the startled griffin’s face, black lips peeling back from pink gums.

The deck was suddenly a cacophony of noise—astonished shouts from the grishnards, bellows from the other griffins, a tremendous racket from Theseus and the griffin who were attacking each other. Then Silas murmured, “Hard aloft.” He said it so quietly that his voice barely carried to the deck. However, no one who had been on the Scarlet Albatross for the last red month could have forgotten what those words meant. When the ship jumped an instant later, the crew were braced.

The grishnards were not. Anaroo kicked one in the back of the knee as he staggered and wrenched his sword from his hand as he hit the planks. She considered killing him. But we’ve still got the griffins to deal with.

Gus and Marmot had managed to disarm another of the grishnards, and Silas had actually pushed the third over the quarterdeck railing. He lay against the bulkhead, groaning. Theseus and the griffin were still going at each other like wild animals, and the other two griffins were circling as though they intended to join in. Belvedere crouched wide-eyed against the railing.

“Stop!” Silas came down the quarterdeck steps two at a time. “Stop or we’ll kill your riders!”

That got their attention. The two griffins who were not fighting whipped around. The third tried to turn, and the jaguar knocked him to the deck, teeth seeking the skull beneath the dense feathers. “Theseus!” Silas’s voice cracked like a whip. “Belay!”

Anaroo was impressed when he did. Theseus had pinned the griffin with his great weight between its shoulder blades. He stopped with his teeth behind its head and looked up, yellow eyes mad and savage. The griffin’s beak had hit the deck so forcefully that the tip had actually stuck in the wood. Its great wings flailed uselessly. Its muffled voice came out in a panicked slur. “Yield!”

Anaroo wanted to laugh. That’s a word for the practice yard, my friend. I don’t think Theseus is familiar with ‘yield.’

“If you take your riders and go at once, you can live,” snarled Silas. “Gus, rope.”

Anaroo understood his desire for haste. The grishnard below her was already getting other ideas. His hand crept down towards the leg of his  trousers, probably for a knife. She responded with a swift blow of her hoof that rolled him onto his back and would surely leave her hoofprint on his shoulder for some time to come. The grishnard yelped. Anaroo waved his sword in his face. “I bite and kick, remember?”

Gus threw her a piece of rope and she used it to tie the grishnard’s hands in front of him. He could still hang onto a griffin, but he couldn’t do much else. By the time she’d finished, the other two had been similarly dealt with. The one Silas had thrown from the quarterdeck looked like he might have a broken leg, and Gus had to hoist him, whimpering, onto his griffin. Theseus was pacing and snarling, leaving bloody footprints on the deck. But you couldn’t kill all three of them, thought Anaroo.

The moment their enemies were over the side and flying away, Gus turned to Silas and asked, “Shall we set before the wind and run? You know they’ll go straight back to their ships and send out more fliers.”

Silas stood in the middle of the deck, looking grim and pale, his hands clenched. Anaroo avoided his eyes.

“Skipper?” said Gus.

“They took our people,” said Silas, his voice deadly quiet.

Anaroo did look at him, then. “What?”

Gus answered. “Slavers and press gangs are swarming in the port. They’re pressing sailors and requisitioning ships for the battle tomorrow. They’re grabbing fauns to row the war galleys. We thought you... We’re pretty sure the others—”

“I wasn’t in port,” exclaimed Anaroo. “You didn’t really think zed pirates sailed into a grishnard port?” She ran a hand over her face. That’s why Silas rang the bells. She thought of Needles, Hawthorn, Cobalt, and Stubs—so excited about their freedom...with so little idea of what to do with it.

Silas spoke again. “They—took—our—people.” He turned and strode towards the quarterdeck. “All hands to wear ship! And then I want to speak to Marlie on the quarterdeck. Look alive, please!”

Gus gaped after him. “Silas...we can’t attack a war galley.”

Silas had mounted the stairs and was spinning flywheels. “I have not asked for your opinion, lieutenant.”

Gus hurried up after him. Anaroo could tell that he was trying to keep his voice down, but talking softly had never been Gus’s strong point. “Silas, look at your crew! There are barely enough of us to sail the ship! I feel as sick about the fauns as you do, but flying over the harbor at Pegasus Bay is suicide—”

“Are you countermanding me, Master Creevy?”

Gus dropped his hands, looking hurt. “Silas...”

“No? Then you will oblige me by getting that metal pipe on deck, along with whatever is used in its operation.”

“Captain...” It was Marlie, and there was a curious note in her voice. 

Anaroo turned to see the ocelon and both foxlings gathered around Theseus, who was lying on his belly. The deck around him was smeared with blood. That griffin must have scratched him pretty badly.

She heard Glossy say, “Belvedere, can you go to our cabin and get my bag? The one with the rolls of bandages.”

“Captain,” repeated Marlie, “I think you should see this...”

Silas had an impatient expression, which dissolved into worry as he came down and approached the jaguar. There was a lot of blood. Theseus had rested his head on the deck. Glossy was searching through his fur with an expression of mounting anxiety. She’s trying to find where he’s bleeding. Anaroo ran forward and joined her. She cursed when she saw an even larger crimson pool spreading on the other side of Theseus. His coat was splattered and streaked with blood, but none of it looked like the source of the puddle.

Glossy spoke softly. “Theseus? Can you tell me where it hurts? Come on, dear, talk to me.”

“Doesn’t hurt,” muttered Theseus. “Need to tell you about jagers.” He tried to lift his head and fell back heavily. Anaroo caught his chin and raised his head to check his chest and throat. Nothing. 

Swiftly, she ran her hands under his forelegs, along the obvious places—the spots where she aimed to kill. Nothing, nothing. And then saturated fur on the inside of his left hind leg, right where it joined his body. The artery in the thigh. Theseus growled as her fingers came down tight over the pulsing blood vessel. “Hush,” snapped Anaroo. “Lots of pressure right here,” she said to Glossy, “or he’ll bleed to death. No, a dressing won’t do. Someone has to hold pressure. Trust me, I know death wounds.”

She expected Marlie to say something. Marlie would surely know about such things, whereas Glossy had not seen so many violent injuries. But Marlie was distracted by something on Theseus’s head and back. She was brushing the fur slowly in the wrong direction, staring at his skin. 

Theseus spoke, thickly. “You want to know how to use the gun...the weapon? I am the manual.”

“I see that,” whispered Marlie. 
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Chapter 43. A Book with Claws and Teeth
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Theseus did not feel much pain, but he did feel nausea and weakness. There was a dull throb in his left hind leg. The shelts were squeezing it painfully. He wanted to shake them off, but they admonished him every time he moved. 

Belvedere sat down beside him. The foxling wrapped his small body around Theseus’s head, and Theseus realized that he was crying. “Please don’t die, Theseus,” whispered Belvedere. “Please, please, please...”

“Shhh,” murmured Theseus. “Hush, child. I’m hurt, not dead.”

Belvedere’s arms clenched. “There’s so much blood,” he whispered.

Along his back, Theseus could feel the shelts stroking his fur in the wrong direction. He could see the paws of the captain and first mate, and he could hear their voices murmuring above him. He resisted the urge to rise up and tear himself away from them, to fight and roar, and perhaps even fling himself from the ship. This is what his training required. Instead, he lay still and did not so much as flick his skin.

Theseus knew what they were looking at. On the day he passed his trials two years ago, he’d been shaved—all but his tail and paws and the extremities of his ears and muzzle. Over the following days, he’d lain still under the bite of the tattooist’s needles. They’d marked him from head to tail with words and pictures. For he was the gun’s manual—in life and in death. 

“Theseus,” said Marlie, at last, “do you know what this says?”

“Near enough,” muttered Theseus. He had seen some of the words and diagrams on his belly before his fur grew back. Now, the only way to read the script was to stroke his fur backwards, looking at the skin beneath, and he could not easily do that himself. “I will tell you how to use the gun—the weapon,” he said quietly. “But if I die...you’ll still know.”

There was a moment of silence. Then Theseus felt a hand stroke the fur on the top of his head and shoulders. “To our cousins across the sea,” read Marlie, “please accept our gift of a most unusual book—a book on four legs, a book with claws and teeth, a book that can defend itself. This manual will teach you to build and operate the deadliest weapon Panamindorah has ever known—a weapon that will unlock a new world for our people and yours. We have also sent a prototype, which we hope has reached you. However, if the prototype has been lost, the manual alone is sufficient, assuming you have the proper manufacturing equipment. The manual has been instructed in the lore of the guns, and he knows many things. You may, at your discretion, keep him alive as a consultant. However, we will not take it amiss if you choose to put the manual between covers, as keeping him on four legs may be inconvenient or risky. We advise blunt force over this text, so as not to damage the relevant portions of the tattoo. Take care in how you tan the leather. We are ever your allies, Lord Magner and the Jager Fleet.”

No one said anything for a moment. Then Belvedere started up. Theseus could feel him quiver. “Did that...did that mean...?”

Creevy gave an indignant snort. “Look at this. They’ve even provided a helpful cutting guide—dotted lines to mark the pages.”

“Marlie...” Glossy’s voice sounded strained. “Marlie, we could really use your help.”

“If you don’t want to ‘put him between covers’ immediately,” added Anaroo.

Theseus heard shifting and muttering behind him. Marlie’s voice: “He’s got to turn over. I can’t see. And I need a sharp knife.”

The captain’s face came into view as he crouched down. “Theseus, did you know what this message said?”

Theseus looked at him dully. He had not known. Not exactly. But he was not surprised. “I was trained for a purpose.”

Ackleby’s eyes searched his face. 

Theseus’s gaze flickered. “But...I fled from a jager ship this morning. I told them the Albatross was in the airship bay, when I knew it was not. I... I have failed in my mission. My purpose... I do not know my purpose anymore.” Although he was beginning to see a final possibility. The blood was still pooling beneath him. He could feel it creeping through his fur.

Marlie’s voice spoke near his ear. “Theseus, I need you flat on your back. I have to tie off this artery. I think I can do it and still save your leg, but you have to turn over so that I can see to work.”

I have given you a gift, thought Theseus. Accept it. Aloud, he said, “I hope you choose attractive covers. I would not want to be between anything common or ugly.”

Belvedere leapt up and began pushing on his shoulder. “Theseus, roll over.” When he resisted, the child shouted in his face. “I don’t want you between covers!” His voice cracked. “You’re my favorite book, Theseus. You’re perfect the way you are.” He was crying so hard that he could barely get the words out. “I don’t want you between covers.”

Theseus rolled over. He did not think it would do any good, but he could not bear to listen to Belvedere cry. They were pressing and poking painfully on his leg again. Theseus heard Marlie say, “You have small hands, Belvedere. Can you hold here, just like that? Good. So we’re below the bifurcation. That’s good. No, don’t cry in the wound. Look at me, Belvedere. It’ll be alright. Just hold that.”

The crew was all around him now. Some of them stroked his head and belly as they watched Marlie work. Theseus would have objected to such familiarity a red month ago. Now, he found that he did not mind.

Blood loss and exhaustion took their toll, and he’d almost fallen asleep when Marlie said, “I think that did it.” 

Everyone around him started talking at once. Belvedere’s worried face popped back into view. “Theseus? Are you alright?”

Theseus blinked up at him. “Tired,” he mumbled.

“He’s alright!” Belvedere dropped his head on the jaguar’s chest, gripping his fur with bloody hands. “He’s alright, he’s alright!”

Theseus tried to roll over, but someone grabbed his legs. “Oh, no,” said Marlie. “We’re going to sluice this down with medical spirits, put a clean dressing on it, and then Theseus needs to walk as little as possible for the next few days. Belvedere, can you watch for any sign of bleeding? You also need to make sure his leg feels warm and the pads stay pink.”

“I will,” promised Belvedere. “Only his pads are black.”

Marlie gave a startled laugh. “So they are. Well, make sure they’re warm, at least.”

Ackleby cleared his throat. “Do you think he can still tell us about the gun? Because we are going to need it.” 

*  *  *  *
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MARLIE FOCUSED ON WHAT was in front of her. That had been Theseus. Now, it was the gun. The weapon had a swivel mount. Theseus told her where to find the pieces in one of the crates that had never been opened. Then it had to be assembled. Gus and Marmot worked furiously on the bolts and screws. Soon steel bands encircled the smooth barrel—cinched tight and providing a welcome means of handling the gun and securing it.

After some debate, it was decided that the best place to mount the weapon would actually be in the belly of the ship where the cargo was loaded. The floor beneath the cargo cage was opened and the gun mounted on the lip, where it could be swiveled out of the way when the door must close. More bolts. More cinching and winching and swearing.

Overhead, Marlie knew that the rest of the crew were working furiously to get the ship turned around. There was no time to think about what they were doing, and that was just as well. 

Theseus lay a few paces from the cargo cage. He had come down the stairs with great effort and against Marlie’s better judgment. Her stitches held, though. No new blood stained the dressings, although the big cat looked so weak that she feared he would topple off the stairs. Belvedere checked the dressing constantly.

“The books,” Theseus gasped, “were intended as a source of wadding.”

“As what?” asked Marlie.

“Wadding,” repeated Theseus. “Material to hold everything in place. A bag of powder goes into the gun first as you guessed, but then the jagers put in some wadding—crumpled paper works—then the shot, then more wadding to keep it from falling out when you point the gun.”

Gus laughed from where he was working on the gun-mount. “So all those illegal books were just a source of paper?”

“They were convenient,” said Theseus. “They seemed like legitimate cargo. The pegasus pelts filled the crates and hid everything without adding much weight.”

“What is the sheepskin for?” asked Marlie.

“It’s tied around the wooden sticks with twine,” said Theseus, “then soaked in water. After you fire the gun, you swab it with wet wool to make sure no burning pieces remain before you reload with black powder.”

Marlie nodded. Merriweather would find this so interesting... She forced herself not to finish the thought.

“You pierce the black powder bag through the hole with something sharp,” Theseus was saying, “insert the fuse and light it. The gun will jump. It will...what is your word?”

“Recoil?” guessed Marlie. 

Theseus inclined his head. “It will recoil unless you tie down.” 

Gus looked up from where he was working. “That’s all very well, and I’m sure one of these metal balls will cause some alarm when it goes bouncing across the deck of a ship. If it hits a person...well, that’s one person who won’t give us any trouble. If we’re very lucky, it might knock over a mast. But, frankly, I doubt these balls are heavy enough to do that. I also doubt we’ll get off more than one shot before their griffins put a stop to our capers.”

He was looking past Theseus, and Marlie turned to see the captain standing there with Anaroo. Ackleby spoke as though he hadn’t heard. “Pegasus Bay is dead ahead. How are we coming along?”

Gus gave another hard turn of the ratchet he was using to screw the gun’s mount into the cargo bay’s floor. “We can throw metal balls at them! But you’d have a better chance of confounding that galley by flying dangerously low and trying to hit their mast with our keel like you did with the airship. Even then, every griffin in the harbor will be on us before we can so much as drop a rope onto their deck. Silas, I was thinking... Padmay might have been wrong. After all, she doesn’t know our fauns—”

“We’re flying a Mancian flag from our keel,” interrupted Ackleby, “so the grishnard ships are likely to think we’ve already been requisitioned...at least until we do something aggressive. Do you know what the slave ship looks like?”

Gus shook his head. “Padmay said a big transport galley, anchored well out from the bay.”

Ackleby nodded. “There are several big transports, but only one is anchored all the way out into open water. I didn’t see nearly as many shelts on deck as I did on the other vessels, either. Makes sense if they’re not planning on fighting—just taking the ship around the fleet distributing slaves. If they’re free-lancers, they probably have a minimal crew—larger share of the profits for everyone.”

“I guarantee you they still have a bigger, meaner crew than we do,” said Gus. “And metal balls will not even those odds.”

Theseus sniffed. “Metal balls,” he said in a mocking voice. “The metal balls are mostly for target practice. It’s the scattershot you want. It’s the scattershot that matters.”

“Scattershot?” echoed Gus.

Marlie’s eyes opened wide. “The bags of scrap,” she breathed. “Oh, that’s nasty...”

“Fire that at a griffin,” said Theseus, “and see if there’s anything left.”

Gus considered. He gave a grudging nod. “I can see how that would work. However, I still think that we’re only going to get one shot before we have enemies coming at us from all sides, and the crew of that ship will not go down without a fight.”

Ackleby hefted one of the bags. “We’ll have to be quick, for sure.” He thought for a moment. “We’ll need an armed landing party. You, me, Anaroo—”

“I would feel much better with you at the wheel, sir,” said Gus. “Marmot does very well for steering a course, but nobody knows this ship like you do, and she’ll be under gears alone with no crew to trim the sails.” Their eyes locked for a moment. 

Finally, Ackleby shrugged. “Very well. Anaroo, can you dip a few of your arrows in pitch? Leave that ship in flames. If we’re lucky, nearby grishnard ships will be too preoccupied with protecting themselves from the fire to spare a thought for us.”
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Chapter 44. Boom
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Anaroo stood in the cargo cage with Gus, Marmot, and Lark, nervously clutching a new bow and wearing a dagger at her hip. She’d always scoffed at archers who were over-attached to specific weapons. The skill was in the warrior, not the equipment. Still, she would have liked to practice just a little before going into battle with a new bow. No matter. This will be a messy mêlée with no time for art. Any fool can shoot a flaming arrow into a sail.

Anaroo had to agree with Gus that she felt better with Silas at the wheel. The Albatross was flying perilously low by airship standards. Anaroo had become accustomed to their safe height above the world. Now, it felt as though an errant gust of wind might drive them into the sea. To make matters worse, their low altitude made the limited view from the bay of the cargo cage even more limited. Everyone said that they were almost on top of the harbor, and yet Anaroo could see nothing but blue water until the transport galley appeared beneath them.

Instantly, Marlie lit the fuse on the gun. Belvedere helped aim it, with Theseus offering tips. They all waited, tense and breathless, as the fuse burned down. On the deck below, surprised faces looked up at them. Fingers pointed. Anaroo thought she saw a sharpshooter in the rigging take aim.

Boom! The gun gave a tremendous bark and a puff of sulfurous black smoke. “Cage away!” thundered Gus, and they dropped rapidly without waiting to see what the gun might have accomplished. As they passed, coughing, through the smoke, Anaroo was shocked and impressed to see chaos on the enemy deck. No masts were down, but the mainsail had been shredded, lines hung askew, and a dead foxling was dangling in the rigging. She could see at least three dead or injured on deck, none at all standing. The deadliest weapon Panamindorah has ever known. Foreboding washed over Anaroo, even as a cheer of triumph rose in her throat.

The cargo cage landed hard and Gus wasted no time in battening it to a bollard while Anaroo, Lark, and Marmot stood around him with drawn swords. The deck was a mess of fallen spars, splinters, cut rope...and blood. A hunti had been cut in half by a length of chain and his body had sprayed across the forecastle. Another lay groaning at the foot of the quarterdeck stairs. A grishnard was crouched with his hands over his face against the railing, blood seeping between his fingers. 

Anaroo dismissed them all as non-threats. The instant Gus had the cage secure, the rescue party jogged for a hatchway. Here they met the first sign of resistance—a wild-eyed grishnard, who tried to keep them out, first by holding the hatch closed, then, when Gus bludgeoned it aside, by lunging at them with a short sword. Anaroo took a step back and shot him. Marmot and Lark dragged the stricken grishnard aside, and then descended into the grimy lower deck. The slavers seemed to have no stomach for a real fight. Anaroo saw several of them disappearing around corners, but no one else challenged them. Still, she got a sick feeling as the gun spoke again overhead. Hurry, hurry.

They smelled the slaves before they found them—packed into a night-black hold without even a slop bucket for waste. Anaroo felt the familiar rage like a pressure behind her eyes. If this is the old world, let it burn.

They’d been secured with a shackle around one ankle and a single chain running through all. Rather than search for the key, Gus broke the chain with several savage blows of his sword hilt.

Fauns poured from the hold—naked, frantic, weeping, pitiful in their gratitude, desperate in their fear. Anaroo dismissed any thought of looking for specific fauns. “The deck!” she shouted at them. “We came in an airship! There’s a cargo cage on deck!” Although it won’t hold all of you.

As the river continued to pour from the hold, she raised uncertain eyes to Gus on the opposite side of the door. “How many do you think there are?”

Gus looked harried. “A hundred? Two hundred?”

“How many can the cargo cage hold?”

Gus spread his hands. “Thirty? It’ll take the weight, but it doesn’t have standing room.”

Marmot spoke up. “Permission to rig a hammock, sir?”

Gus blinked at him. “Yes... Yes, that might work. See if they’ve got a spare sail. We’ll sling it under the cage. Gods’ blood. I wish we’d wound the springs before we started this.”

When they emerged on deck, tawny feathers were blowing everywhere. Lark was gaping at a dead griffin floating in the sea. “Move!” Anaroo thundered at him. “You see those ships? They’re coming for us. Move!”

Several nearby ships were breaking out every sail, pulling up anchor or unmooring from buoys. Any illusion that the Scarlet Albatross was a harmless, requisitioned airship had been shattered. They’ll be out for blood, thought Anaroo. She wondered how many griffins Marlie had just blown to pieces. Anaroo saw at least a dozen circling well away from the Albatross. But that will change as soon as they figure out that the weapon is mounted beneath and can’t be aimed upwards.

Anaroo had found a ship’s lantern. She opened it and began lowering pitch-covered arrows into the flame, methodically shooting into the galley’s remaining sails. In moments, she’d achieved a gratifying number of small fires, which spread quickly in the wood, pitch, cloth, and oil-based paint.

Meanwhile, Gus, Marmot, and Lark were organizing the slaves in the cargo cage and a sail, which they’d rigged as a sling to ride beneath. “It should work,” Gus was saying. “The springs have lifted this much weight before, just distributed differently. Anaroo, are you finished?”

“Coming.” She sent one more arrow into the rigging, and then ran for the cage. It was already beginning to lift into the air. She started to get into the sling with the others, but Gus reached down and gave her a hand up. The cage was so crowded that she could only get one hoof onto the floor and he kept an arm around her to keep her from falling out.

The cage took the weight of the sling smoothly, if a bit ponderously, and they began their ascent. As they passed the height of the slaver’s mainmast, Gus asked, “Did you learn anything about the Defiance?”

“Not much.”

“Are you going to keep looking for her?”

“Can we talk about this later?”

The griffins were starting to make little dives at the cage. Silas was bringing the Albatross higher, but Anaroo doubted he would use the reverse pumps with the cargo cage and its burden still swinging from the ship’s belly.

Below them, the galley had started to catch fire in earnest. Flames licked up the mainmast in a crackling crescendo. The remaining slavers had come out of their hiding places and were tripping over themselves to launch the ship’s small boats.

Meanwhile, the entire company of ships in and around Pegasus Bay seemed to be taking an interest. The number of griffins circling the Albatross increased. They’ll start diving at us any moment now. Anaroo looked up. The hold was not far away. She was surprised to see Theseus’s face peering out of the darkness. He was not looking at them, but craning his neck out towards the bay. Then he looked down and shouted something that Anaroo couldn’t understand. 

A griffin darted in to strike at the sling. There was a scream and a struggle. The massive wings flapped, rocking the entire assembly. Then the animal broke away. It did not take a faun with it, but Anaroo could hear someone below weeping in pain. Gus swore.

Anaroo tried to figure out how to shoot from this position, but there was no room to draw a bow. The gun could not help them, either. If it were fired now, it would be as likely to strike the cargo cage as a griffin.

Crack!

The sound came skipping across the water like the fall of a great tree. Anaroo looked beyond the circling griffins, beyond the ships trying to deal with the fire, and saw a sleek, red-painted vessel threading its way around the edge of the island from the direction of the watering inlet. 

She recognized it. This was the ship that had been anchored beside Nesteria’s—the ship with the rows of little ports. Oh, no. “Gus,” she said frantically. “Gus, that’s a jager ship.”

Even as she said it, the vessel came smartly about, broadside to the Albatross, and disappeared in a cloud of smoke. Anaroo felt Gus’s arm go painfully tight around her waist and then loosen in relief as the shot—solid balls—fell just short. Some of it landed on the grishnard ships who were trying to deal with the fire. The circling griffins broke apart with shrieks of alarm and confusion.

Then, mercifully, the cargo cage cleared the lip of its bay and they rose into the hold of the Albatross. Theseus was bellowing, Glossy and Belvedere practically sitting on him to make him lie down. “That was a ranging shot! I thought they might come at the sound of gunfire. They can riddle you with scattershot at this height once they find their range. They do not want grishnards to get hold of this weapon. Tell the captain he’s got to go higher!”

This proved unnecessary, as the Albatross jumped suddenly with that familiar surge of the reverse ballonet pumps. In the chaos of fauns struggling from the cargo cage, of pulling the loaded sling in against the tug of gravity and the ship’s wild motion, of directing those who knew how to sail towards the upper deck, Anaroo saw the silhouette of a round ball arch up and tap the thin hull of the ship. The ball was obviously spent, at the peak of its arch, and its tap sounded as gentle as the patter of rain. 

Ha! thought Anaroo. A great weapon, perhaps, but no match for Silas’s airship.

She emerged on deck just in time to see Needles in the act of throwing his arms around Silas. “Captain,” wailed Needles, “I will be happy to wind your springs.”

“Thank you,” said Silas, trying to disengage, “but I could really use you in the rigging at the moment.” He caught sight of Anaroo. His expression told her nothing now—a perfect card player’s blank. “We need to come up into the wind a few points and then head north. I’m going to take her overland. Do you think we have enough hands who know how to sail?”

They did. As near as Anaroo could tell, fully a quarter of the two hundred and twelve fauns from the galley had had some experience aboard ships. A dozen were zed pirates, two of whom she knew. Every one of them, whether they had experience or not, were desperately anxious to be of service. Those who could not work a sail could certainly wind the springs. In what seemed like no time, they had the ship trimmed on the tack Silas wanted. He’d taken them up into the clouds. Still, Anaroo was a little surprised when no griffins followed.

Below, she heard the distant thunder of the jager guns again. Surely they’re not still firing at us. She remembered the grishnard ships, exposed to the fall of shot. What have we started?

They emerged from the clouds to find the entire zed and jager fleet sailing below them. Anaroo thought that the Albatross was too high for danger, but the sight of all those red-painted vessels was still chilling. Between them sailed the zed ships—stolen grishnard vessels, all—with their black and white flags snapping bravely.

Silas called her up to the quarterdeck, where Gus had joined him. “Look,” he said quietly. He pointed west and handed her his telescope. Anaroo put her eye to glass. She examined Pegasus Bay and the chaos of ships in the bay’s mouth. Beyond, she saw what must be the grishnard fleet—a line of ships stretching from horizon to horizon. The air above them bristled with flying creatures. Most were griffins, but Anaroo caught her breath as the unmistakable iridescent gleam of a wyvern flashed from the water, the length of its body dwarfing the ships.

She looked down at the jagers and zeds. Their fleet appeared small by comparison. Anaroo was struck once more with that desperate pride she’d felt in Nesteria’s cabin. Good luck to you. I may not be quite a zed of Kwarla-conch anymore. Nevertheless...good luck, my fierce people.
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Chapter 45. Crowded
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They reached their destination by mid-afternoon—a mountainous island, crowned with clouds and surrounded by a swath of white-capped breakers. “No waterborne ship will follow us here,” said Silas. “This place has inner and outer reefs, and they’re both brutal.” 

Anaroo had to agree. The island didn’t even seem hospitable to airships. Gus had directed the crew in unstowing the pontoons, and Silas ordered them deployed as they sailed up a narrow valley from the sea. The fog was thick. Anaroo guessed that no creature flying over the island would be able to see the Albatross. They crept forward with watchers in the crosstrees and forecastle, calling their proximity to the cliffs. They bumped at one outcropping, but it was only a gentle bounce off the pontoons. Silas and Gus were both calm and quiet. Anaroo got the idea they’d used this valley before.

When Silas judged they were safely hidden, he had grappling irons tossed into the trees on either side. There wasn’t much wind in the crevasse, and the lines would keep the ship from bumping about in the light gusts.

Then, at last, they were able to stop and take stock of their situation. Anaroo finally learned that Hawthorn, Stubs, and Cobalt had been among the rescued slaves. She also learned that the ship was now carrying roughly four times the number of people she’d ever carried before. “We barely have enough food to give everyone a single meal,” said Gus when the three of them met on the quarterdeck half a watch later. “Over two hundred people, Silas! What will we do with them? How will we feed them?”

Silas drummed his fingers on the railing. “Give them a small meal. Save something for tomorrow morning. After that...we’ll have to go out and look.”

Pillage any broken ships that wash up on the reef, Anaroo thought. And then what? Try to put all these fauns off on an island? Ask if they want to join the zeds and jagers? Find them a ship? I suppose it all depends on what happens in the battle tomorrow.

She gave an account of the freed slaves to Silas, including how many had some knowledge of sailing. He listened in silence, thanked her, and then went off into his cabin without another word. There was no suggestion that she should join him, nor even the awkwardness of a change. It was as though their previous intimacy had never existed. 

Anaroo had no idea what her face looked like, but when she glanced at Gus, he had such an expression of pity that it made her bristle. “He’ll get over it.”

Anaroo wasn’t sure she wanted him to get over it. I almost went with Nesteria today. If I had, I’d be with the fauns and jagers. Silas and Gus were almost pressed onto grishnard vessels. By all rights, we should be out there fighting on opposite sides.

She felt suddenly cold and tired. “Let’s go divide up the food before the crew tries to do it themselves.”

Anaroo nearly fell asleep over her own small ration of bread and cheese. There were people everywhere. They’d found every scrap of extra clothing in the forecastle, but many were still half naked. Some were going about wrapped in blankets. The crew’s quarters were slung thick with hammocks. The ship’s cabins were overflowing, and still people slept on the floor.

Anaroo thought, belatedly, that she should have gone into Silas’s cabin just to conserve space. You are inventing excuses to knock on his door, she told herself. Don’t. In the end, she went down to the hold and fell asleep in the straw that had once cushioned Theseus’s crates.

*  *  *  *
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MARLIE SAT AT THE TABLE in the corner of her dispensary, pen in hand, staring at the unmarked vellum sheet. A ship’s lantern swung overhead, turned down to a dusky glow. A faun might not have been able to see to write, but felids had excellent night vision. Marlie could see well enough...if only she knew what it was she wanted to say or who to say it to.

The cabin was full of people—every hammock occupied, including her own. Most of them had minor injuries, which she’d treated earlier in the evening. A few had more serious wounds, but she thought they would all live. Now, they chatted softly, laughed, shared their stories, and rejoiced in their good fortune.

Marlie sat in a world apart. Merriweather is dead. She’d said it to herself until the words no longer stung, until they became almost meaningless. Merriweather is dead. The Maijhan Sea Watch is gone.

Marlie stared at the paper as though willing it to produce meaning. All is not lost. Without her work, the gun might have reached the leopons. Then the grishnard islands would stand between two fleets armed with superior weaponry—the leopons coming from Sern and the jagers coming from Maijha. I suppose that must have been the plan all along. The zeds just provided the jagers with additional allies.

Marlie thought that she should probably write to the Sea Watch of Mance, Haplag, or Lecklock with a diagram of the gun and its use. Half a dozen names of officers from those islands sprang to mind—shelts who were probably still alive and could benefit from what she knew, if only she could find a pegasus or griffin or even a ship to carry the message in time.

The way things were going, it might be the last message she would ever write. Marlie dipped her pen in the ink.

The fauns had all fallen asleep by the time the door of the dispensary opened. Marlie did not look up. A moment later, a shadow fell across her parchment. “Evening, Officer.”

“I’m not an officer,” said Marlie without raising her head. Her brown curls made a curtain around her face.

Gus sat down in the chair opposite her, making it creak. Glossy came padding around him to look over Marlie’s shoulder. “What’s that?”

“A letter.”

“It doesn’t look like a letter.”

Marlie wrote “Mathias Kellard” at the top of the page and kept working. She expected further questions, but neither of them said anything. Finally, Marlie said, “I never told him goodbye. I never wrote to him. But he wrote to me...for years. Not letters. Pictures, mostly, diagrams—anatomy, medical techniques, things he’d discovered. He didn’t even sign them.” He certainly didn’t write “love.” Marlie finished the last touch and sat looking at her creation.

Glossy had a hand on the back of her chair. Gus was leaning forward, too.

“I used to think,” continued Marlie, “that the pictures were a kind of threat...that he just wanted me to know that he could still find me. But...they were so detailed. He’d paint them sometimes. His best work, really. And awfully useful, now and then.”

“Is that me?” asked Gus.

Marlie nodded. Her head felt tight. “That’s the technique I used to get you breathing after you fell. Instructions and a diagram. It’s his technique—my father’s.” There was something wrong with her eyes. She shook her head. “I thought...he might like to know that it...that it saved someone’s life.”

Marlie couldn’t breathe. “And I wish,” she managed, “that you’d stop calling me officer...because I’m not...anymore.”

Glossy was rubbing her back, brushing through her hair. “Marlie,” she said softly, “there’s nowhere for you to sleep in here, and we thought...”

Gus leaned forward. “Come sleep in my cabin. Glossy does it all the time. You can sleep with us...or not. But there’s more room in there even on the floor. Belvedere’s curled up with Theseus in Glossy’s cabin, but fauns are already sleeping in the beds there, and it’s...”

Marlie raised her head to look at him. She was trying to compose a civil answer, but the words stuck in her throat. It was so hard to breathe.

Gus took one look at her face, got up, and came around the table. “Oh, Marlie.” To her great surprise, he scooped her out of the chair and picked her up. “I’m so sorry.” 

And then she was sobbing against his chest—great, hiccupping sobs that shook her whole body. Gus cradled her like a child. “Shhh...” He gave a ragged chuckle. “Listen to me—telling you I’m sorry about the destruction of the Maijhan Sea Watch. What is the world coming to?”

“Don’t...know...what’s wrong with me,” Marlie managed.

Glossy spoke from below. “You lost your home...your friends.” She hesitated. “But you saved a child’s cat, and I know they’re both very grateful. Will you come with us?”

Marlie nodded without opening her eyes, but then she recollected herself and started up. “Picture...”

“I’ve got it.”

Marlie looked down to see that Glossy had already sprinkled sand over the ink to dry it. She blew gently on the page, gave it an expert shake, tested the ink with a finger, and then rolled the parchment. She smiled up at Marlie. “Where would you like me to file it?”

Marlie sniffled, trying to make her eyes focus. “Just in the drawer there.”

“Done.”

Gus turned around and started for the door, Marlie’s striped tail dangling over his arm. She thought she should tell him to put her down. She could not remember the last time anyone had carried her. She was further discomfited to find that she was purring—not the low, sustained purr of contentment, but the loud, rough purr of distress. It was a kind of self-comfort that Marlie had rarely indulged in, certainly not in public. She tried to stop, but she might as well have commanded herself to stop breathing.

“Crying and purring,” said Gus cheerfully. “Is that like rain and sun all at once?”

“She’s not purring because she’s happy,” said Glossy at his elbow.

“I know.”

By the time Gus set her on her feet in front of his cabin door, Marlie’s purr had softened, and her head had cleared a little. Glossy took both her hands and pulled her into the room with a spark of mischief in her eyes. “Come tell us everything...without your clothes on.”

Marlie hesitated in the doorway. She had half-suspected what they were asking, but now, in plain words, it sounded foolish. “I don’t do things like this.” Her eyes darted between them. “I’m not... It’s not what I’m good at.”

“What, cuddling?” asked Glossy with a giggle.

Marlie glanced at Gus skeptically. He drew himself up to his full height and adopted an absurdly beatific expression. “I am a perfect gentleman unless asked to be otherwise. Am I not a perfect gentleman, Glossy?”

“You are,” said Glossy. “Also, very warm on a cold night. Come on, Marlie, tell us a story about catching smugglers, and then Gus can tell us about being one.”

Marlie laughed. “Without clothes on?”

“Best way to tell stories!”

Marlie took a deep breath and stepped through the door.
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Chapter 46. Guns at the End of the World
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Anaroo woke in the last watch of the night, in that cold darkness just before dawn. She was shivering in the straw without a blanket, but she didn’t think that was what had woken her. She listened. And there it came again—the distant thunder of jager guns.

The battle has started. Anaroo curled up more tightly, tried to go back to sleep. There’s nothing to see. But she could not sleep. The greatest battle these islands have ever known. She thought of Nesteria, of Theseus’s cruel masters, of the grishnard ships packed with miserable faun rowers. Anaroo’s sympathies rested with the zeds and their allies, but she knew that there would be good people and monsters on both sides. Whoever won would make history. A part of her longed to be out there.

At last, Anaroo gave up on sleep. She picked her way around a few other bodies in the straw and then through the dark hold, along the familiar route to the keelhead basket. You won’t be able to see anything, she told herself again, but she kept going.

When she emerged into the cold wind at the opening of the tunnel, she was greeted by the familiar odor of poppy smoke. Of course. She almost turned and went back. But then the sky at the mouth of the valley blossomed into red light that stuttered and died and stuttered again. Anaroo stared in fascination. The clouds still lay thick upon the cliffs, and she could not actually see much of the ocean, but the fire of the guns showed through the clouds like heat lightning. 

Whatever is to be seen, I want to see it. Anaroo came down the steps and footholds softly, careful not to make them ring against her hooves. Silas was standing at the edge of the basket, looking out towards the mouth of the valley. Anaroo settled down in her old haunt at the curve of the albatross’s beak. She did not think Silas had noticed her. 

Then, without turning, he said, “I know we’re not moving much, but you should still tie that safety belt.”

Anaroo tied the belt.

Silas didn’t say anything else. They watched the strange play of light at the mouth of the valley. There were long lulls and times when Anaroo heard only discreet pops in the distance. At other times, the guns spoke together in a roar, and light would explode through the clouds.

She expected Silas to ask questions about where she’d gone in Pegasus Bay, but he didn’t. Finally, she said, “I spoke with my granddaughter yesterday.” Anaroo realized that he might find this confusing and added, “Technically she’s my niece.”

A long pause, during which the tip of his tail stopped twitching.

“Nesteria,” continued Anaroo. “She’s nineteen and captain of one of those ships. She’s—” Anaroo smiled. “I’m proud of her.”

Silas half glanced over his shoulder. He had one of his simple poppy pipes—not as elegant as the one Anaroo had thrown into the sea, but perfectly serviceable. “Did she tell you what you needed to know?”

Anaroo considered. “Perhaps.”

Again, she expected him to ask questions, but he didn’t. Dawn was beginning to glow in the clouds to the east. Anaroo could see details of the cliff now. As the world brightened, it became harder to see the flashes of the guns, although the roar did not diminish. 

At last, Anaroo said, “Silas...” He held up his hand as though to stop her, but she continued. “Thank you for going back for the fauns. I knew...” She took a deep breath. “I knew you would have gone back for me, but...” I would never have guessed you’d risk your ship for them. Weren’t they just capstan slaves to you earlier this season?

It was difficult to gauge the effect of her words, because he still did not turn around. The poppy smoke drifted in a lazy curl over the basket. Anaroo wanted to take the pipe away from him and toss it into the sea along with all the others. But I’ve got no right, she thought. Not now.

Silas straightened up suddenly. He reached into the long pocket of his  trousers, drew out his telescope, and trained it on the valley below. After a moment, he said, “Anaroo...”

She untied her belt, dropped down into the basket, and joined him at the rail. The valley floor was just beginning to lighten. Anaroo could see the silver thread of a river at its bottom. Silas pointed downstream towards the sea. “There, by that clump of trees...”

Anaroo squinted at a shimmer that she took for some metal object—part of a boat or building. Then the shape moved. Anaroo gasped. “A wyvern?”

Silas passed her the telescope. 

The creature was enormous, easily the length of the Scarlet Albatross. The wyvern had pale lavender scales, wonderfully iridescent even at this distance, like a jungle butterfly. The creature lay half in and half out of the stream, where it had apparently swum from the sea. Anaroo thought at first that it was just resting. Then it spread its wings...or what remained of them. Only a shattered stump flapped on one side. The other wing hung in tattered streamers of flesh. The wyvern arched its great neck towards the sky and gave a long, mournful bellow. Anaroo saw, then, that half its lower jaw was missing. The water around it churned crimson.

As she watched, the wyvern’s body tensed, and it gave an odd flicker...or perhaps that was only a trick of the light. It seemed to strain for a moment, then let out another bellow and sank to the ground. Its scales darkened a little, and its breathing grew more labored.

Anaroo lowered the telescope and passed it back to Silas. “We are watching the death of the gods,” he murmured. “The death of our world.” He gave a bitter little chuckle. “Well, my world, anyway. A world with airships.”

“I doubt that,” said Anaroo, although she thought he might be right.

Silas said nothing. They were standing side-by-side. His right hand rested on the railing a finger’s breadth from her left. Such a small space. Yet it seemed immense as she tried to get up her nerve to cross it. In the end, she did not take his hand, but scooted hers over a fraction to brush against his fingers. She might have pretended it was an accident, but Silas didn’t give her a chance.

He jerked his hand away and tucked his arms inside his coat. “Don’t,” he hissed and took a deep breath. “Please...don’t.”

Anaroo felt as though she’d been slapped—mixed emotions of pain and injured pride rose up and threatened to choke her. She mastered them with an effort and waited. The cold air was perfectly still. Even the guns had gone quiet.

After a moment, Silas said, “You have every right to pursue your goals as you wish. But I also have a right to...protect myself.” He finished with an effort, still not looking at her.

All of the anger went out of Anaroo. She looked at Silas—rumpled and tired in the wan morning light, trying so hard to hold himself together. Himself...and the whole ship. She had not realized until that moment how badly she’d hurt him.

I’ll stay. The words leapt into her head and nearly leapt out her mouth, but she clamped down on them. A voice deep inside her whispered, You could be happy here. Of all the things she might pursue in her ancient thirties, happiness had never made the list. That was a fool’s game—like pursuing sunlight. Yet she could not shake off the idea.

I’ll stay. She almost said it. She wanted to say it. But the words stuck in her throat. Why must I give up my ship? Why don’t you offer to come with me?

The moment passed and Silas trained his telescope once more on the dying wyvern. Anaroo watched with a sense of despair. We are both of us too proud to be happy.
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Chapter 47. On the Reef
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Dawn brought a subdued restlessness to the Scarlet Albatross. The guns continued to boom in the distance. Shelts spoke in hushed voices, just in case griffins might be passing in the clouds. About mid-morning, Silas ordered the last of the food distributed. Anaroo noted the first signs of discontent among the fauns—a few short words, the occasional glance into someone else’s bowl. They were certainly grateful for their rescue, but they were not immune to the usual effects of hunger and uncertainty. Silas needs to either put most of them off the ship or find food...soon.

She also noted that Theseus had survived the night. He didn’t look well, though. He’d come up on deck and lay all but unconscious, with Belvedere curled in the crook of his body. He needs meat, thought Anaroo. Fresh, bloody meat...or he won’t last another day.

A little after noon, the sound of the guns began to subside. The thunder died to popping that grew steadily more scattered and distant. Nevertheless, Silas waited another agonizing quarter watch before he finally ordered the grapples cut and a few sails unfurled. He brought the ship gently aloft, past the lip of the valley, higher and higher. The clouds swirled around them and began to clear.

All along the railing of the Albatross, shelts stood and stared. Even Theseus roused himself enough to poke his head over the railing. The ocean to the northeast was thick with crippled ships, amid billows of drifting smoke. Anaroo saw some ships on fire, but she also remembered the smoke from the black powder. It must have been a confusing battle. A few ships were grappled together with shelts fighting on both decks, but the majority seemed to have already surrendered.

Some of the fauns began to cheer, but it took Anaroo several moments of hard staring before she was certain. They were looking at the remains of the shattered grishnard fleet. The fauns and jagers had won...or were winning. The battle appeared to have moved off to the west with some guns still thundering from that direction. Oh, Nesteria. I hope it was worth it.

What lay below was merely a mop-up action. The ships that could be salvaged had skeleton crews from zed or jager vessels, and the rest were not worth saving. Except, of course, for those that were still fighting. Anaroo counted three.

She also saw that a number of ships had foundered on the reef. Two were hull-up in the surf. Another was on its beam-ends. Lots of supplies down there, although getting to them will be dangerous. Several small boats were making for the island, probably packed with desperate survivors. We don’t want to meet them.

Silas ordered a few more sails set, and they dropped towards the coast. Anaroo stiffened as she realized that what she’d taken for flotsam along the edge of the reef was actually bodies—griffins, mostly, their enormous wings spreading everywhere, limp, dashed against the reef by the waves. Their feathers gathered on the rocks like golden froth and blew across the island like snow. Foam churned pink around the horns of coral.

The idea of pillaging one of these ships, which she’d not actually helped to capture, made Anaroo feel ill. The faun rowers probably died chained to their oars, she reminded herself. Just because you’ve made friends with a few felids doesn’t mean you can forget that.

Farther out, on the very edge of the reef, a grishnard ship had grounded. She was trying desperately to claw off, with small boats towing hard. However, she looked to be stuck fast. The jager ships would probably subdue the last of the other vessels before turning their attention to her.

Silas appeared to be making for one of the hull-up ships in a shallow stretch of sea. If we’re lucky, we can pluck supplies out of the water, thought Anaroo. Although, we’re more likely to find dry food if we cut into the hull and go inside. It’ll be difficult work, but probably worth the effort.

Gus, who’d been calling orders from amidships, suddenly left his post and hurried up to the quarterdeck. He and Silas began staring through the telescope by turns and muttering furiously to each other. Anaroo thought they were arguing. Then Gus came back down and gave orders to adjust their course. They were now angling away from the hull-up ship, towards the grounded vessel further out to sea.

Anaroo didn’t understand. Are we going to try to take that ship? It made a kind of sense. The food was less likely to be spoiled, and they could even give the ship to some of the excess fauns and send them on their way. But if that’s what Silas is thinking, why not go after a ship that has already been taken—a ship that can still sail? Any number of those afloat are likely to be barely-crewed or even derelict. Why go after a ship that’s grounded and still able to put up a fight?

They were drawing closer, and Anaroo finally got a good look at the ship’s figurehead—a bronze squid with open beak and tentacles curling over the prow.

*  *  *  *
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“SILAS, PLEASE.” GUS knew that he was spending precious social capital, but he could not live with himself and do otherwise. I didn’t argue with you about the bells, did I?

Silas was staring through his telescope at the Anemone, mouth set in a straight line. In spite of their long acquaintance, Gus could not guess what he was thinking.

“We wouldn’t have escaped from our cell without Padmay,” said Gus. “We wouldn’t have known about the fauns, and Anaroo might have...” Maybe that’s the wrong tack. “The Albatross would probably have been requisitioned without Padmay! We’d be one of those smoking hulks down there—”

“Change course,” said Silas quietly. “Two points west. Take in all but the topsails.”

Gus let out a long breath.

“We come up slowly,” continued Silas. “They fire so much as a single arrow, and we’re away.”

“Understood.” Gus darted back down to the main deck and began calling orders. Silas was bringing the Albatross even lower. Gus expected a griffin from the Anemone at any moment. He kept composing messages in his head. However, no griffin appeared, and the nest box ports along the side of the ship remained closed. Maybe they don’t have any griffins left.

In that case, the Albatross would have to send down the cargo cage in order to communicate. Would Silas do that? It might be stupid...if they decide to attack.

However, as they drew nearer, he began to suspect that the Anemone was no longer the fierce privateer of their last meeting. The deck buzzed with activity, but it was the activity of too few people trying to do too many tasks. Gus saw what he supposed must be the marks of a gun fight—the portside railing demolished, half the spars knocked away, the deep blue-green and gold of the Anemone’s paintwork scoured as though by a mighty storm. Her two masts and bowsprit were still standing, though, and the crew had obviously done what they could to put her rigging to rights. Her sails would carry her, if she could only claw off the reef. Three small boats lay in deeper water with taut lines to the ship. They appeared to be all the boats that remained. They rowed madly on each wave, but saved their strength in between. 

They’re tired, thought Gus. He looked at the sun and did a quick calculation. It had been some years since he’d sailed aboard a waterborne ship, and tides were hellishly complicated. Still, all three moons had been full at Moon Festival a red month ago, and that made it a little easier. Tide is at its ebb, but it will begin to rise presently. It’ll be at its height by nightfall. He looked out at the chaos of drifting hulks, fire-ships, and small battles. If the jagers stay busy a little longer, the tide will probably lift the Anemone off the reef.

Gus took a few steps up and down, thinking. There might be another reason that the jagers had not pursued the Anemone. Those guns are heavy. Gus had helped to wrestle one of them all over the Albatross. That ship at Pegasus Bay had a whole row of them! Probably a row on the other side, as well.

And that meant... Jager ships are heavier than grishnard ships! They have a deeper draft. They haven’t come after the Anemone, because they can’t reach her. That’s probably why Percy brought her in so close. He took a risk to get away. But now they’re grounded. A griffin might have helped him find a deep water channel, but he doesn’t have any griffins left. If the tide rises, it might lift her off...but one of the jager ships might also be able to reach her. 

Gus scanned the ocean again. A zed ship—a former grishnard vessel—would be able to reach the Anemone sooner. But the zeds have stayed with the fighting, he guessed. The jagers are more methodical, and a few of them remained behind for mop-up. That’s what we’re dealing with.

He turned, intending to go up to the quarterdeck and communicate his thoughts to Silas, but Silas was already beside him. “They came in because they have a lower draft—” Gus began.

“I know,” Silas interrupted. “Arm some of the fauns—trustworthy ones. And we’ll take Anaroo with her bow.”

Gus stared at him. “You’re going down yourself?”

“Of course,” snapped Silas. “Marmot is at the wheel. I’m going to supervise our descent, and then I’ll meet you by the cargo cage. Move quickly, please.”

Moments later, they were in the cage—tense and silent. The party included four zeds that Gus hardly knew, but Anaroo said they could be trusted. A knot of shelts had gathered on the Anemone’s deck, watching. Gus could only imagine what they must be thinking. Well, no one has shot an arrow yet. 

The cargo cage descended to starboard of the Anemone. When they reached deck-height, Silas pulled the line that communicated with the Albatross to signal a halt. He leaned out and shouted over the water, “Percy!”

A form detached itself from the group and came to the railing, several others trailing behind. Gus didn’t recognize Percival for a moment. He was hatless, his clothes stained with soot and what looked like a great deal of blood. One arm was bound up against his body, but he waved uncertainly with the other.

“We need food,” Silas shouted. “And it looks like you could use a tow.”

Gus recognized Layjen—his jewelry flashing against his stained and rumpled clothes. It didn’t take Percival long to respond. “We have food,” he called back. “Not much water, because we’ve been trying to lighten the ship, but you can have anything we’ve got.” It was difficult to judge his tone, since he was shouting to be heard over the breaking waves.

There was a long pause, during which both Percival and Silas seemed to be waiting for the other person to speak. Finally, Percival called, “If you need some proof of goodwill...a hostage, or...if you want us to make a pile of our weapons...just say the word, Silas.”

There was an almost imperceptible softening in Silas’s stance and expression. He put a hand out of the cage. “Just throw us a rope.”

In moments, the Scarlet Albatross’s cargo cage had been pulled aboard the Anemone and battened to the same bollard that had previously held it captive. On deck, Gus noted even more signs of carnage—blood and gore that the crew had been too busy to wash away, dangerous splinters. “Careful,” said Percival as they stepped out. “There’s sharp stuff everywhere.”

Up close, Percival looked even worse—his skin pale and clammy beneath the grime, eyes red-rimmed from peering through smoke. A scalp wound had bled profusely down the back of his head. His clothes were stiff with blood, and his arm had been hurriedly bandaged to his side overtop his shirt.

“You need a healer,” said Silas at once. “Ours is very good.”

“Ours is dead,” said Percival. “But I would settle for my ship afloat.”

Layjen had a grim expression. “Did you see much of the battle?”

“We saw enough,” said Gus. “Is Padmay alright?”

Layjen scowled, but Percival interrupted. “He’s fine. Silas, I appreciate this more than...more than I can possibly...”

Silas waved his hand.

“But,” continued Percival, “can the Albatross really...?”

Silas smiled—the first real smile that Gus had seen from him since Pegasus Bay. “Let me worry about what the Albatross can and cannot do. There’s a deep water trench that runs between the inner and outer reef. I saw it clearly from the air. If you come off on that side,” he pointed towards the island, “you can move in the trench. I believe there’s a channel that cuts all the way through to the sea on the north side of the island. Should be passable by evening, if not before. We could guide you through. You’ll still need to take soundings all the way, but I think you’ve got a good chance. I doubt the jager ships can get over the outer reef, even at high tide, and you might be able to slip away from them in the night.”

Something like hope blossomed in Percival’s eyes. Even Layjen’s ears came up, and the scowl vanished. “That sounds promising,” said Percival. “We are faster than the jager ships on a wind. If we can claw off...”

Silas nodded. “I’m going to send down several lines and some people to help you. If you could send food back with us, that would be very welcome. We have over two hundred shelts aboard, and no one has eaten much in the last day.”
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Chapter 48. Farewell
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“Are you going to pump the ballonets flat?” asked Anaroo as they started back up in a cargo cage heavy with barrels of salt fish, cheese, flour, root vegetables, and a crate of live eels.

Silas nodded. “I think it’ll work, although they may still need some help from the small boats. Our ballonets are already flatter than usual because we’re weighted down with people, and...” He hesitated.

“We need to refuel,” said Gus. “We should have refueled a yellow month ago. Our light-gas bladders are reinforced, but that doesn’t keep them full forever.” 

“After this is over,” said Silas, “we’ll find a fueling station.”

His mood seemed to have improved. Anaroo wondered whether the bag of coffee Percival had thrown in had anything to do with it. There was also a precious haunch of pegasus wrapped in oiled paper atop the eels. Anaroo knew that the shavier would not approve. She did not approve herself, but it was the only fresh red meat the Anemone possessed, and Anaroo did not want to see Theseus die.

“What about the guns?” she asked. “Just because the jagers can’t reach the Anemone to board doesn’t mean they can’t batter her to pieces...especially as the rising tide brings them nearer.”

Silas nodded. “It’s possible. However, that was a noisy battle yesterday...an awful lot of shooting...”

Gus cocked his head. “You think they’re running low on black powder?”

“Powder or shot or both,” said Silas. “At the very least, it seems likely that they’ll want to conserve. They’ve got a lot of islands to conquer. Obviously, they can manufacture the stuff; Theseus is proof of that. But surely it’s not easy—not at sea. And the Anemone isn’t much of a prize at this point. I doubt they’ll consider her worth a large expenditure of black powder. I think they’re more likely to try to take her the old-fashioned way—by boarding. And if she hangs back behind the outer reef all day and then slips through the channel in the night...I bet she runs clear of them.”

“Does Percival have a destination in mind?” asked Anaroo. She had not heard the relevant conversation, as she’d been involved in the selection and loading of food. She was a little surprised at how amiably Silas and Percival had been chatting. But there’s no one like Silas for ignoring awkward history and getting straight to business. 

“The Small Kingdoms,” said Silas. “The hunti, particularly, seem to think there’s a refuge in those little islands. They may be right.”

Anaroo considered. The Small Kingdoms lay at the mouth of the crescent—a scattering of tiny islands. They were as grishnard-dominated as the rest of Wefrivain, but they were poorer and not known for keeping many slaves. They also made a good launching point for The Sunkissed Isles or even the distant Pendalons. “The crew of the Anemone looked decimated,” said Anaroo.

Silas nodded. “Twenty-three who can still haul on a rope. Nearly forty wounded. Down from two hundred and thirty before the fight.”

Gus winced.

“They could use more hands,” continued Silas. He glanced at Anaroo. “I thought I’d ask the fauns before volunteering. The Small Kingdoms aren’t the best place to end up, but they’re not the worst, either. I’m not sure what Percy would say or how he’d treat them. Maybe an afternoon working together will give everyone a better idea.”

“Could the Albatross sail to The Small Kingdoms?” asked Anaroo.

Silas shook his head. “No infrastructure for airships—no bays, no filling stations.” He looked at her more closely. “Is that where the Defiance went?”

Anaroo hesitated. “They went to the Sunkissed Isles...with plans to sail on to the Pendalons in the spring.”

Silas nodded. “The Small Kingdoms would be a perfect place to look for ships going in that direction. I suggest you talk to Per—”

Gus interrupted. “Well, we can’t do anything until we get the Anemone off the reef, can we?” 

*  *  *  *
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GUS THREW HIMSELF INTO the task at hand, wishing all the while that he could smack some sense into Silas. All you’d have to say is, ‘Please stay’ or ‘I love you’ or even ‘Marry me’ and she’d forget all about the Defiance. Maybe the coffee will help.

It did help, although it did not seem to alter Silas’s attitude towards Anaroo. He brightened, though, as did everyone on the ship. They ate a meal of fish, vegetables, and a delicious sauce that Hawthorne and three of the other fauns concocted. The crew got their tea, and Silas and Gus got their coffee. Even Theseus perked up after Belvedere fed him a few scraps from the pegasus haunch. 

Belvedere had been warned not to feed him the whole thing at once, so he sat with the jaguar in the corner of the hold, using a fruit-peeler to carve off small chunks of meat. In between, he distracted Theseus by attempting to reconstruct the battle with fish bones in place of ships. Walking past them, Gus heard Theseus say, “If you must have it right, she cannot bring her guns to bear in that position. But it really doesn’t matter; please give me another piece.”

“Of course it matters,” said Belvedere. “I’m going to have a gunship someday. Hey, don’t bite my fingers.”

Within the watch, they had the Anemone’s stern tethered to the Albatross with three lines. Silas pumped the ballonets flat to give the airship maximum lift. The Anemone soon shifted, which brought a ragged cheer from her exhausted crew. However, it took another quarter watch, pulling with small boats and the Albatross, before she swam freely in the channel between the reefs.

Gus spent half of that time in the Anemone’s hold with her carpenter, trying to help plug the leaks. Her crew had been consigned to the pumps, Padmay among them. She gave him a weary smile as he passed. Newly-freed fauns from the Albatross took over the small boats. They could row in their sleep, they said.

Marlie came down and saw to Percival’s arm. She was looking much better this morning—composed, serious, but not ashen. Gus knew for a fact that she and Glossy had remained curled up in bed until mid-morning in spite of the rumble of the guns. He’d tip-toed in and out several times before they’d finally woken up. Then he’d decided to crawl back in with them for a while, there being nothing else to do except feel hungry. It had been the best morning Gus could remember that did not include a proper breakfast.

Marlie declared Percival’s arm very badly broken indeed and suggested that it might need to come off. Gus was not present, but he could imagine how this must have been received. “I am only trying to help them,” Marlie muttered on her way back from the cabin. “Surely he would rather be alive with one arm than sent to his pyre with two.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” said Gus. He was mixing a bucket of caulking and he paused to wipe the sweat from his eyes. “But Percy has always been a vain creature, and he’s had a terrible shock. Let him think about it. How are the rest of his wounded?”

“Full of holes,” said Marlie. “That scatter shot is nasty, and the splinters do almost as much damage. There are forty-two in their dispensary, and I would be surprised if more than ten of them live.” She thought for a moment. “Oh, and your friend is going to have her baby soon... His baby? Hunti are so odd. I was going to tell Glossy. That’s more in her line.”

Gus stopped mixing. “Going to...what?”

Marlie cocked her head. “Padmay. She’s your friend, right?”

“She’s pregnant?” Gus vaguely remembered that she’d looked a little stouter.

Marlie pursed her lips. “I thought you knew. She talked about it as though she were planning to pass a kidney stone...which is maybe what it’s like for hunti.”

“A baby,” muttered Gus. “Gods. You don’t suppose it’s mine, do you?”

Marlie rolled her eyes. “I suppose that it’s Layjen’s and that you had better not suggest otherwise. No wonder he looks at you like he’d like to use you for shark bait.”

“Should she be at the pumps?” asked Gus in alarm. “Running around? Rowing?”

Marlie flicked her tail. “She does not seem to think any of these activities inappropriate. I understand that it’s not her first time, so I assume she knows what she’s talking about. Please, do not mention it, Gus. I didn’t realize you didn’t know.”

“Yes, yes, alright.”

Each time he emerged on deck, Gus shot a glance towards the open sea. All of the fighting seemed to have resolved. A few ships were still burning, and a number of crippled vessels swam low in the water, sinking. He spotted two jager ships. As far as he could tell, they were both involved in securing and crewing captured vessels, with small boats going to and fro.

So far, none had made any move to come nearer to the Anemone. Nevertheless, Gus gave a sigh of relief when the ship was finally able to unfurl a sail and move under her own power along the deep-water trench between the reefs. She moved slowly. Very slowly, with a small boat going in front to take soundings. The Albatross remained tethered, giving additional information about the depth of the water. Silas was using flags from the keelhead basket to communicate, and it seemed to be working well.

The sun dipped towards the horizon. Good, thought Gus. In spite of the jagers’ apparent lack of interest, he would feel more comfortable with the Anemone slipping out of the reef under cover of full dark.

As the sun began to set, Silas came down again in the cargo cage to talk to Percival. Gus guessed that he had spoken with the fauns and was prepared to ask whether some might stay on as crew. It would certainly help us in terms of space and mouths to feed. Although, I hope Anaroo... Gods, Silas, just look at her. Look her in the eyes and ask whether she wants to stay. How hard is that?

Silas came up to him a moment later in the prow of the ship. He proffered a cheese and meat pastry. “Dinner?”

“I’m not hungry.”

Silas peered at him in the fading light. “You’re not hungry?”

Gus took a deep breath. “How far to the channel through the reef?”

“It’s just ahead. The angle of the light has made it difficult to see the depth of the water from the air this last quarter watch, but I marked it on a map, and with soundings from a small boat, they should be fine.”

Gus glanced at him. “Is the Albatross getting ready to leave?”

“Yes. We’ll see the Anemone through the reef, but I want to be up and away the moment they reach open water.”

“What did Percy say about the fauns?”

“He said he would be glad of their services, that he would treat them as crew, and pay them as he’s able.”

Gus’s eyes narrowed. “Do you believe him?”

“I do. Apart from anything else, the sight of a lot of fauns on deck might discourage attacks from zeds and jagers. The fauns seem happy with the prospect of getting out of the Great Islands. About a hundred and fifty of them have agreed to join the Anemone. The remainder will stay with us and crew the Albatross for as long as that seems safe and reasonable. With things as they are in Maijha, a faun crew might actually allow us to keep flying. At any rate, I’m going to try to reach Ashbeak. If we can get home, then we can at least stow the ship safely and reassess in the spring. If we have to hole up for a year or two, so be it. When things settle down again, there may still be a place for airships in Wefrivain.”

Gus nodded, watching his face. “What about Anaroo?”

“Anaroo is going with the Anemone in hopes of tracking the Defiance to the Sunkissed Isles before winter sets in.” Silas spoke without any sign of emotion. “It’s what she’s wanted since this journey began. She has helped us a great deal, and it is fortunate that we can present her with this opportunity.”

“Silas...”

Gus thought that his friend’s composure flickered. “What?”

“She came back.”

“Yes, and now she’s going away again.”

Gus had never known how to respond to the coldness that Silas sometimes wore like a second coat. He gave up. 

Silas fixed his eyes on the Albatross, hanging above them—the long, swooping curves of her keel, the spreading wings of her keelhead, the gleam of the bird’s beak and its gilded feathers. Her red and gold paint shone in the evening light, stark against the cloud of white sails. Gus rarely got to see his ship as others saw her, but when he did, he always felt an overwhelming sense of pride. No wonder everyone wants her. He glanced at Silas again. I hope she’s enough, my friend.

Ahead of them, Gus saw the small boat, signaling that it was time to adjust their course and turn starboard, away from the island and into the channel that cut through the outer reef. He glanced back towards the stretch of ocean where the battle had taken place. All but one of the fire-ships had sunk. Most of the other vessels had sailed away. One of the jagers was still lying at anchor. She wasn’t any closer than she’d been before, and night was coming on fast.

The Albatross began the process of taking her leave. The cargo cage made several journeys, dropping off fauns and returning to the airship loaded with food and supplies. Gus wanted to say goodbye to Padmay, but he could not find her in the crowd. Perhaps she’d rather not see me. Perhaps I should take people more seriously when they tell me to go away.

Anaroo found him just before he stepped into the cargo cage to return to the airship. “Goodbye, Gus. Take care of Silas.” He looked into her mismatched eyes and saw no bitterness, just calm resignation. She caught one of his hands in both of hers, but he pulled her in for a real hug.

“Take care of yourself, Anaroo. And if you’re ever in the vicinity of Ashbeak in the off-season, please come and visit.”

She smiled. “I will. If I ever pass that way.”

Gus traveled back to the ship alone with the last of the supplies. He’d almost reached the cargo bay when a faint shudder ran through the Albatross. Gus looked down. On the very doorstep of freedom, the Anemone had struck again. Her masts were swaying with the force of her sudden stop. The Albatross was still tethered to her by a single line, and it was this that had communicated her grinding halt to the airship. 

But she can’t be seriously stuck. The tide is almost at its height. It was then that he looked up and saw the jager ship breaking out every sail and pulling up anchor.
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Chapter 49. Pounce

[image: image]


Anaroo was in the crew’s quarters, stowing her few possessions, when the Anemone struck the edge of the reef. She was thrown off her feet, along with everyone else among the hammocks. “Priestess be buggered!” someone snarled. “Not again!”

Anaroo joined the river of people pouring up from the lower decks into a world bathed in the last light of sunset. Lanterns were being lit in the bows. The crew seemed frustrated, but not panicked. This is just a minor setback, Anaroo told herself. By mid-winter, I’ll have found the Defiance, and everything from this fall will feel like a dream.

Hands rushed to relaunch the small boats with fresh rowers. As they began to pull, the Anemone’s hull made a terrible grinding noise against the reef. It sounded awful, but Anaroo knew that it meant they weren’t stuck hard. They were just scraping over a shelf. Getting off should be easy, assuming the coral hadn’t damaged the hull. From the way the ship’s officers were behaving, Anaroo didn’t think that was the case. Of course, the ship was still tethered to the Albatross, and she would shift faster if the airship gave them a tug.

Once more, Silas. For old time’s sake.

That seemed to be his intent. The Albatross drifted backwards. Anaroo couldn’t see all of the airship’s sails from this angle, but she had the impression that Silas had reefed them in order to get squarely above the waterborne vessel. The tethering line went taut. The grinding noise ceased abruptly, and the Anemone glided forward. A cheer went up, and the small boats started back towards the ship.

Crack!

Anaroo’s head whipped around. Light had exploded over the ocean to the southwest. With it came that familiar noise—like the fall of a great tree. Oh, no.

The jager ship was coming towards them under full sail, broadside to the Anemone. She’d already closed a third of the distance. Anaroo barely had time to process this before the shot began to fall around them—solid balls that made enormous splashes. Most fell wide, although one ball crashed through the wreckage of the portside railing.

The Anemone’s small boats were suddenly rowing like mad to reach the ship. Every sail broke out aboard. “Hard a’starboard!” Layjen was shouting. “Stunsails aloft! Careful on that fished beam. We can outrun them, crew! Smartly now! Up spritsail! Not too taut on that sail; give her room to draw!”

So much for the jagers conserving powder and shot, thought Anaroo as she helped to hoist in one of the small boats. But even as the thought crossed her mind, she knew they had it wrong. 

Silas’s words: The Anemone isn’t much of a prize at this point.

Theseus’s words: That was a ranging shot.

Anaroo leapt away from the small boat as though she’d been bitten. They’re not shooting at us! She ran towards the bollard, shouting. “Cut the Albatross loose! Do it now! Right now! She needs to get higher!”

The guns spoke again. This time, all of the shot passed high over the Anemone. Anaroo heard a second crack. She looked up in time to see the Albatross’s mainmast crash over the side of the airship.

Oh, no. No, no, no...

Chaos threatened to overwhelm the deck of the Anemone. A falling spar from the airship nearly skewered a hunti, and smaller projectiles crashed all around them. The Albatross listed drunkenly in the air, then seemed to stabilize. The mast was half over the side, but tethered for the moment, by its many lines and twisted sails. The airship was not going to roll—not immediately—but she was certainly crippled.

Meanwhile, Layjen and his hunti were getting the Anemone underway, administering blows and cuffs to the staring crew where necessary. The ship picked up speed with the Albatross still tethered.

Maybe we can tow her, thought Anaroo. Find somewhere safe and repair the mast.

But one look at the oncoming jager ship dismissed any such fantasy. She’d turned head-on to them, having obviously accomplished what she intended with her guns, and she was plowing through the water, sending up a fine bow wave. The Anemone would need to cut loose of the Albatross and run hard to escape.

The jagers probably don’t even want the Anemone, thought Anaroo. They’ve been waiting this whole time, like a cat at a mouse-hole, for the Albatross to come within reach. They’ve avoided anything that might frighten her until they were ready to pounce. They probably won’t fire again. They don’t want to sink the Albatross; they want to take her.

Anaroo wondered whether the Albatross could float up out of reach and repair the mast at a higher altitude. It would be stupidly dangerous. A gust of wind might capsize her. But Silas would prefer any danger to the loss of his ship. If such a retreat were possible, Anaroo would have expected the Albatross to sever the tethering line herself. She had not done so, and that seemed ominous.

Percival and Layjen had broken out the signal flags, and answers flashed from the keelhead basket. Anaroo didn’t know the code, but she could guess what they were saying. A moment later, the cargo cage descended. It came down faster than Anaroo had ever seen, full of shelts. They had to be pulled in with grapples, since the Anemone was now under a full press of sail, towing the Albatross a little astern. 

Shelts poured from the cargo cage, wild-eyed and babbling. “Can’t repair the mast,” Anaroo heard them saying. “Too much damage.”

“Rudder gone.”

“A ball went through the gearbox.”

Anaroo caught sight of Glossy, Belvedere, and Theseus emerging from the packed bodies. “What’s happening?” she demanded.

Glossy was crying. Belvedere had a white-knuckled hand in Theseus’s fur. “Hawthorn’s leg was crushed by the falling mast,” said Glossy, “and one of the new fauns fell and died. The captain says the gears that control the...the...”

“Ballonets?” guessed Anaroo.

Glossy nodded. “They’re half-destroyed. One of the rudders was shot away. He can’t steer, or control the ship’s motion very well and...we have to abandon—”

Anaroo interrupted with mounting impatience. “Where’s Gus?” Where’s Silas?

“Organizing the evacuation,” said Glossy. “We need to take the food with us...the food we just loaded. I got...I got my medical bag, but I left so many clothes...”

Belvedere took her hand. “Come on, Mother. Let’s get out of the way.”

The cargo cage was speeding back up to the Albatross, this time with a tether of its own, so that it could be guided back to the deck. Anaroo looked out at the jagers. They had closed more than half the distance. If we don’t cut loose soon, they’ll take us both.

She waited impatiently while the cage returned with another load of crew, along with most of the food and supplies that had been sent up earlier. Marlie was aboard, along with Lark, Needles, Stubs, Cobalt, and an unconscious Hawthorn. Neither Gus nor Silas were in the cage.

Are they going to stay behind and try to fix the ship before the jagers reach it? Anaroo resisted the urge to jump into the cage as it lifted off again. What are you doing up there, Silas? Packing all your beetles?

The cage descended for a third time, full of supplies, but only a single passenger. Percival joined Anaroo in accosting Gus as he stepped from the cage. “Where is he?” demanded Percival. “We have to cut loose, Lucius! They are coming up fast. I think they could take us to pieces right now if they chose to! Where is Silas?”

Gus raised his head. Anaroo saw that his cheeks were wet. His black hair had come out of its tail and was sticking to his damp face. “He won’t come. He says... He won’t come.”

Percival’s posture did not change, but he let out a long sigh.

Anaroo exploded. “Why didn’t you just carry him off?! You’re bigger!”

Gus only shook his head.

“You obviously have never tried to make Silas do anything,” said Percival.

Anaroo’s heart was beating a tattoo against her ribs. Think. She shut her eyes and took a slow breath. “Cards,” she spat. She rounded on Percival so forcefully that she nearly knocked him over. “I need a deck of cards.”

He stared at her as though she’d lost her mind, but Gus said, “Do what she says, Percy.”

“Well...I believed I still have so—”

“Bring them to me. Now.” Anaroo shut her eyes again, pinched the bridge of her nose, thought furiously. “And I suppose I’ll bring my bow. And then I am going back up there to get him. Are you coming, Gus? You don’t have to.”

“I’ll come.” She could tell that he thought he might be coming to die.

“I don’t know whether we have time to wait,” said Layjen. He did not sound spiteful now, only anxious. He looked out at the oncoming jager ship, its bow guns shining in the twilight. “I really...don’t know.”

Gus thought for a moment. “The light-gas dinghy. If we get away soon, we could probably catch you in that.”

Layjen looked at him hard. “So...you want us to cut loose once you’re away?”

“Yes,” said Gus, his voice growing firmer. “Yes. Cut loose and run. We’ll catch you or we won’t, but there’s no point putting everyone in danger.”

Layjen hesitated. Then he reached out and patted Gus on the back. “Good luck, Creevy.”
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Chapter 50. When a Warrior Dies...
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Anaroo riffled through Percival’s cards as they rose in the cargo cage. Gus said something, but she wasn’t listening. “Does Silas pay his debts?” she demanded.

Gus blinked at her. “He... What?”

“Has he ever defaulted on a gambling debt?” Anaroo forced herself to speak calmly. “Does he consider it a mark of honor to pay them, or does he try to get out of them?”

Gus looked confused. “He pays them...as far as I know. I think he went without food a few times...back before I knew him.”

Anaroo nodded. “Good.” She forced herself to breathe evenly.

Gus looked at the cards. “Have you ever actually beat him?”

“A few times. Not many. Please be quiet and let me think.”

The Anemone had cut loose of the Albatross, and she was drawing away at speed. The jager ship came on without slackening her pace. Anaroo wondered whether she intended to chase the Anemone, after all. She could easily circle back for the Albatross, now that the airship was crippled. Gods’ blood and scales. She forced herself not to think about that.

They rose into the cargo bay under the power of the great springs and hurried into the hold. The ship was listing to starboard. The evening lantern had not been lit. However, the hold was not completely dark, because a number of metal balls had pierced the thin wood on the lower port side. They’d come through beneath the air bladders and smashed straight into the gearbox. It was a mass of twisted metal and exposed cables. Almost as though the jagers knew where to aim, thought Anaroo. This probably isn’t the first airship they’ve captured.

“A few things still work,” Gus was saying, “but most of the ballonets don’t respond. It would take at least a yellow month and a well-supplied workshop to fix this.” 

Anaroo could hear tears in his voice. She was your baby, too. Gus led the way up through the lower decks. Corridors and catwalks, so recently alive with people, echoed to their footfalls—dark and empty.

They emerged at last on the main deck, and Anaroo saw Silas. He was sitting amidships, a little aft of the fallen mast. Unlike the rest of the ship, the upper deck had obviously been lit before all this started. Ship’s lanterns cast pools of light on either side of the quarterdeck. Silas sat with his back to them, and Anaroo thought that he might be playing cards. That will complicate things.

She was relieved, as she came nearer, to see that he wasn’t. Unfortunately, he wasn’t smoking poppy, either. He was just sitting there, staring out over his ship, the wind ruffling his red hair and tufted tail. He was wearing his coat, but Anaroo guessed that he’d only put it on because the wind was cold. He didn’t have any boots, no travel bag. From the way he was sitting, she doubted that he even had his poppy pipe or his telescope in his pocket.

“Gus,” hissed Anaroo. “Go pack his things—his telescope, at least, and whatever else you can grab.”

Gus looked at her questioningly, but she drew herself up and adopted her fiercest zed warrior face. “Now.” She wanted him out of the way, at least for the next few moments. She was relieved when he obeyed.

Anaroo lay down her bow and quiver of arrows. She plucked up one of the ship’s lanterns and approached Silas. If she had expected him to be alarmed by her appearance on the doomed airship, then she was disappointed. He looked only a little surprised when she stepped in front of him. “You should go. The Anemone needs to cut loose.”

“She already has,” said Anaroo.

A flicker of concern crossed Silas’s face...then vanished. “The light-gas dinghy.”

“Yes,” said Anaroo, “we need to get into it. Now.”

Silas smiled at her—that sad smile she remembered from their first meeting, a smile that never touched his almond-shaped eyes. “You know I’m not coming.”

Anaroo set the lantern on the boards beside them. She sat down in front of him in the pool of light. “These are Theseus’s people, Silas. The kind of people who’d raise a talking animal, then send him to their allies with directions to skin him.”

Silas’s eyes drifted away from her, over the ship. “They may not be able to reach the Albatross,” he said. “I don’t think they have fliers.”

Anaroo snorted. “Anyone in possession of black powder and guns can figure out how to get a grapple up here. Or they can just send a ball through an air bladder and force you to float down. We’re not that high. You know it.”

He was staring up into the sails of the remaining mast. “You should leave now.”

Yes, I should, thought Anaroo. The jager ship must be dreadfully close. She pulled out the deck of cards and began to deal them. Silas’s eyes fell almost unwillingly. You can’t resist, can you?

“That’s Percy’s deck,” he murmured.

Anaroo nodded.

He reached out, mechanically, for the cards, but Anaroo put a palm over them. Silas glanced up, and she looked straight into his eyes. “If I win, you come with me and Gus.”

He stared at her for a moment. “And if I win, you leave at once.”

“Done,” said Anaroo, and released the cards.

They played—there on the silent ship in the lantern light, with the last traces of sunset glowing along the horizon. It was not a long game, although it felt like an eternity to Anaroo. Sweat ran between her shoulder blades, and her stomach clenched. Hurry, hurry, hurry. But don’t make a mistake.

Gus came up quietly, a bag in one hand and clothes over his arm. Anaroo did not look at him. She hoped he would stay away from the cards.

At last, she scooped up the final hand. “I win. Let’s go.”

Silas was staring at the stack of cards. Anaroo thrust them into her pocket, leapt up, and dragged Silas to his feet. “You promised. Come on.” You won this ship in a card game, and now you’ve lost her the same way. Well, lost the right to die with her, at least.

“I—” His composure finally slipped. “I didn’t... How...?”

“You—lost,” repeated Anaroo. “Because you’re tired and distracted and grieving. I do win now and then, don’t I? Let’s go.”

Silas stared between Anaroo and Gus. Something like hurt crossed his face, as though the cards, too, had betrayed him. Gus caught the gist of what was happening, took Silas’s arm, and marched him from the deck. Anaroo took the lantern. They would need it in the darkness below. She caught up her bow and arrows, too.

“Can we leave the ship on fire?” she asked Gus.

“Not so it matters,” he called over his shoulder. “The light-gas would explode and kill us before we could get away, and I think the jagers will have time to put out fires in the rigging.”

Silas stumbled on the stairs. Gus all but lifted him with one arm, and propelled him the rest of the way to the bottom. Anaroo was relieved to see that they’d descended near the spot where the dinghies were stowed. She set the lantern down and followed Gus’s directions. The dinghy was mercifully easy to unstow, having been designed to launch in a crisis. Silas did not try to help. He stood there, clutching his arms across his chest, his head bowed.

When the little craft was ready, Anaroo grabbed Silas’s shoulder to pull him into the boat. His head came up, wild-eyed, and he jerked away. Tears streamed down his face. “Please don’t make me,” he whispered. “Please, please, please...” He was shaking all over.

Anaroo got out of the boat to get a better grip on him. Silas retreated another step, but then she had him by both shoulders. “Please, Anaroo.” His voice was guttural, terrified, like an animal in a trap. “If you ever cared about me, please...”

She looked up to see Gus standing beside them, looking as though he might be sick. You couldn’t do this, she thought. Aloud, she said to Silas, “You lost the bet.”

He flinched as though she’d hit him, and she half-dragged him into the boat. She steeled herself, but she could not avoid seeing the look on his face as she pushed him onto a bench—shattered, as though she’d pulled out a knife and gutted him.

The pain twisted inside of her, and cold fury washed over Anaroo. This will be avenged. I swear it. All of her anxiety vanished, swallowed in the cold sea of her rage. She was calm as they cast off lines and saw to the proper deployment of the parachute. 

This will be avenged.

“The dinghy has a little wingsail,” Gus was saying, “and with so few people, we can keep it aloft for a while—perhaps all the way to the Anemone. We’re more likely to catch up in the air. We’ll move faster.” He was right. They did not float down to the water as Anaroo had expected, but skimmed along gently without losing much altitude.

Anaroo looked down with cool detachment. The jager ship was directly beneath the Albatross. To Anaroo’s disgust, the ship had come about and was in the act of firing on the Anemone.

They want both ships. The Albatross is their main prize. They don’t want to leave her, but they’re hoping to cripple the Anemone while taking possession of the airship. Looking ahead, Anaroo saw that the Anemone had a good lead, but she was not out of range. Shot fell around her and would be falling on top of her once the jager ship had its bearings.

This will be avenged.

Anaroo stood up. An idea was forming, suggested in the moment that she realized they might maintain their altitude for a while. They were already a fair distance from the Albatross.

Anaroo snatched up her quiver and glanced at the arrows. She had one left that she’d dipped in pitch for the attack on the slaver. One arrow.

So be it.

She knelt down and unscrewed the top of the ship’s lantern. Gus looked at her quizzically, but he didn’t say anything. Anaroo stood up. She tested her bowstring and took a hard look at the airship. Then she lowered her arrow to the now-open flame.

Distantly, she heard Gus say, “I suppose it might do some good to set the sails alight—might force them to stop and deal with that.”

I am not aiming for the sails, thought Anaroo, but she said nothing. In the ice-cold center of her rage, the world moved slowly. She erased Gus, erased Silas, erased everything but the wounded airship. She paused to really see it one more time—the keelhead basket, particularly. Then she erased that, too. Anaroo reflected that dragons in stories were often missing a single scale somewhere on their bodies. Real wyverns, of course, did not have any weakness so convenient as missing scales.

But the Scarlet Albatross does. Anaroo had seen it up close, sitting in Silas’s lap halfway down the side of the airship, with pirates approaching on the other side. The number eight ballonet port cover was still missing. True, it was only two handbreadths across, and the evening light was poor, but Anaroo was certain she could see it. She took a good look before she raised the flaming arrow, stood up straight, and drew back her string.

She quieted everything—her breathing, then her heartbeat. She let out one more slow breath, whispered, “Shut your eyes, Silas,” and let the arrow fly.
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Chapter 51. In Flames
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Gus did not understand, until the final instant, where Anaroo was aiming. When he did understand, he thought it was clever, but hopeless. Surely no archer could hit that ballonet port at this distance and in this light. His expectations were confirmed when the flaming arrow struck the side of the ship and went out.

Or so he supposed.

There was a distant thump—a muted sound, like a pegasus kicking the inside of a crate. A very large pegasus. In a very small crate.

Whomp!

A tongue of flame shot out of the side of the ship. It was so hot and so bright that Gus thought, for one panicked moment, it would set their dinghy on fire. An unnatural wind rushed past his face in the wrong direction as the fire drew in its breath...and roared. 

The side of the Scarlet Albatross vanished in an explosion of white-hot flame. Other explosions followed as the light-gas bladders—walled off from each other by layers of treated silk and leather—went off one after another. Then an even louder burst of sound rent the night. Black smoke boiled out of the ship’s belly.

The black powder... Theseus’s gun. 

Gus was on his feet without realizing how he’d gotten there. He glanced at Anaroo—chin high, face serene. “When a warrior dies, she dies in flames.”

Pieces of the burning airship plunged into the jager ship beneath. Panic threatened to overwhelm the deck. They were trying to spread more canvas, to sail away, but half the sails were on fire. Above them, the Albatross began to disintegrate. Beams and sheets of planking splashed down amid geysers of steam. 

Silas was on his feet now, too—eyes huge, face slack.

Gus recollected himself just in time to adjust their course for the Anemone. He brought them down into the water as they came alongside. Lines fell around them. Hands helped to hoist them over the railing. A few friends pounded them on the back, but hardly anyone spoke. The Anemone’s deck was thick with shelts, but no one sent them below. They all stood wordless, watching the jagers in the fierce glow and not-so-distant roar of the incandescent airship.

When Gus had time to look back at the Albatross, he saw what remained of her stern tilted steeply towards the sky, and her keel—the heaviest part of the ship—nose-down. He could still make out the keelhead figure—a bird with a long, hooked beak and a tail of flame. The jager ship had obviously lost all control of its people. Gus saw small boats trying to launch and sinking, thick with too many struggling bodies. He saw shelts throwing themselves into the sea. 

Well, you wanted the Albatross. You’re about to get her.

Whoosh! A final explosion, and the keel dropped like a diving falcon. In that moment, she was not an albatross, but a phoenix. She plunged through the jager ship’s deck, down out of sight, through her lower decks...and through her hull.

The ship went down like lead. It sank with such appalling swiftness that, even if they had wanted to save anyone, they could not have. The ship’s down-draft sucked in the few small boats still struggling, and they all vanished together.

Gus blinked in the sudden darkness. He strained his eyes, but there was nothing to see—only empty waves and night sky. Sound came back into the world. Shelts were cheering wildly, clapping him on the back, hugging him. Anaroo was no longer at his side. Gus kept one arm around Silas. The crowd threatened to jerk them apart, but he did not let go.

“One arrow!” someone shouted near his ear. “She took out a jager gunship...with a single arrow!”

Percival’s voice shouted irritably, “Let me through, damn your eyes! I am the captain! Layjen, send some of these people below for gods’ sakes. Let me through!”

Percival finally managed to push his way in front of them, grimacing as somebody brushed his bandaged arm. Gus glanced at Silas. He looked ten years older. Tears were still streaming down his face, although Gus doubted that he even realized he was crying. If I let go, he’ll fall over.

Percival took one look at them and changed whatever he’d been going to say. “Silas... I’d hug you, but this arm is agony.”

Silas tried to say something. He raised a hand to take Percival’s, but it was shaking so hard that he lowered it again with an embarrassed expression. Percival did hug him, then, in spite of the arm. Gus heard him mutter, “You traded our lives for that ship, and I know you probably don’t think it was worth it, but—”

Silas tried again to speak, “Percy, of course, I— I—” He sounded bewildered. “I lost a card game.”

Percival barked a laugh. “It’s about time.”

Silas covered his face with both hands.

Percival was suddenly all business. “Layjen, get him a cabin—somewhere quiet. Get Lucius one, too.”

Layjen scratched his head. “We’re a little cramped...”

“Make it work,” growled Percival.

Layjen shrugged. “This way, please.” 
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Chapter 52. All the Cards
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Anaroo’s rage left her as quickly as it had come—draining away like water through her fingers the moment the jager ship disappeared beneath the waves. In the sudden dimness, she put a hand over her mouth. Oh, Silas...I shot your baby!

She stood, stunned, while hunti, grishnards, and fauns cheered her, clapped her on the back, even threw their arms around her. The Anemone’s people had seen horrifying carnage from jager guns that day. They’d lost friends. Anaroo was, for the moment, their unparalleled hero.

They led her, blinking, from the deck, to the meal that was being hastily laid out for the crew in the forecastle—thick stew and good bread and cheese and watered-rum. Everyone wanted to talk to her. Everyone wanted to know who she was. Everyone wanted her to tell how she’d come to shoot the Albatross and send it through the deck of a jager gunship.

Anaroo did not want to tell anyone anything. She wanted to know where Silas and Gus had gone and whether Hawthorn would be alright and how the Anemone’s people had reacted to Theseus. She got hasty, vague answers. Silas and Gus had gone off with the captain and first mate, Hawthorn was alive, and the jaguar was in a cabin with Belvedere. “He’s a vicious-looking beast,” said one of the Anemones, “but he can’t be too dangerous with a foxling child for a handler.”

Their faces were so bright and expectant that Anaroo took pity and told them a little about herself—how she’d been a pirate before she was captured, how she’d escaped during a storm aboard the Albatross, how Percival had threatened to sell her to a mine last they met. She explained that she’d been acting as second mate aboard the Albatross. She told them how she’d known about the missing ballonet port cover and the chase with the airship pirates that had followed. She left out almost everything to do with Silas.

After a while, their intense interest shifted away from her, and shelts began talking about the battle—griffins and wyverns ripped apart by scattershot, the red-hot volleys of sharp metal that had set sails on fire and whole ships alight, the devastation of gunshot across a crowded deck, the terrible injuries. Anaroo listened, eating and drinking with the others. The greatest battle these islands have ever known. True enough, Nesteria. But Anaroo was no longer sorry that she hadn’t been in the middle of it. The end was bad enough.

She drank more rum. The crew—those who’d been assigned a watch schedule—cycled in and out of the room. Anaroo had not been assigned duties yet, and there were so many people available that she felt no guilt. After a while, she wondered why she’d been in such a hurry to leave the forecastle. She listened to the stories. She told her own again. She drank.

About midnight, Layjen came in and scolded everyone for being awake. The crew began to hang hammocks. Anaroo joined them, although she wondered whether there would be enough spots. Layjen stopped in front of her. “You’re the one who shot the arrow?”

“Yes.” Anaroo had not quite forgiven him for taking her freedom that second time. She waited stiffly, volunteering nothing.

The hunti made a little bow. “You are our guest. May I offer you a cabin? There are two very small ones left, previously occupied by the ship’s minor officers.”

Anaroo hesitated. “Where are Silas and Gus?”

It was Layjen’s turn to hesitate. “I put them in small cabins as well. I haven’t seen Silas, but Gus was on deck a moment ago.”

“I’ll go talk to him,” said Anaroo.

Layjen rolled his eyes. “I believe his bed is already quite full, but if you want to try climbing in there as well, I suppose it would save space.”

Anaroo snorted over her shoulder. “No, thank you. I’ll just sleep here in the forecastle for now...assuming there are enough hammocks.”

She found Gus on the poop deck, breathing the clear night air, and looking out over the water at yellow moon.

“How is he?”

Gus glanced at her. He gave a weak smile and shrugged. “He’s alive.”

Anaroo searched his face. “Does he wish otherwise?”

Another shrug. “Give him time.” Gus hesitated. “I made sure there wasn’t anything sharp in his cabin.”

Anaroo leaned against the rail, thinking.

“That was an amazing shot,” whispered Gus.

“So everyone keeps telling me. I’m afraid I shot his baby, though...yours, too.”

Gus considered. “She was suffering. You gave her a clean death.”

Anaroo smiled. It’s what I’m good at.

Gus drew a deep breath. “Silas... Right after you left at Pegasus Bay...you should have seen him, Anaroo. I know he seems so cold about it, but...you should have seen—”

“Where is he?”

“One of the cabins in the stern...fifth door on the right. It’s just a little room where one of their marine officers berthed.”

Anaroo nodded. He’s probably not awake. But she made her way to the stern cabins, all the same. The hall was dark and quiet. Light shone under several of the doors, but not Silas’s. Leave him alone, she told herself. Haven’t you done enough? She tried the handle. It wasn’t locked. If I knock, I’ll wake him. I’ll just look in.

Silas was not asleep. He was propped in a corner of the narrow bed, staring out a little port window at a patch of starry sky. He wore a shirt, sleeves rolled down against the cool night air. His trousers were hanging over the back of a chair that sat in front of a tiny built-in desk. There were a few shelves and a little cabinet with a wash basin.

Silas looked at Anaroo as she opened the door. She could not read that look—especially with shadows falling across the planes of his face. He said nothing.

After a moment, she came on in, shutting the door cautiously behind her. She pulled the little desk chair out, turned it around, and sat down more-or-less beside him. “Have you eaten?”

A long pause. Then he shook his head.

Gus can’t make you do anything, can he? “You need to eat.”

Silas’s eyes fell to the coverlet. Closer-to, Anaroo could tell that he’d bathed and changed shirts—good signs. But he seemed hollow, as though the spark that animated him had burned along with the Albatross. I might as well have shot him, too.

She had almost convinced herself that she should get up and leave, when Silas frowned at the bed sheets. “Anaroo...did you...did you cheat in that card game?”

The question caught her off-guard, although she’d been expecting and dreading it earlier. Anaroo took a deep breath. “I told you once that I wouldn’t gamble my life on a card game. Do you remember?”

Silas nodded, watching her face.

Anaroo’s composure slipped. “Please don’t ask me to gamble yours.” She did not want to see the way he was going to look at her, so she turned her eyes to the window.

To her surprise, Silas gave a strangled laugh. Anaroo glanced over to see that he’d buried his face in his hands. He rubbed hard at his eyes, making little choking noises. “I thought I was losing my mind.”

Anaroo laughed, too, then. “You’re not losing your mind. And you didn’t lose the game...or you wouldn’t have...probably.”

He dropped his hands. “Cheating and not getting caught...that’s a separate skill.”

“It’s how we play with hunters on Maijha Minor. It’s the only way I know to play and win.”

Silas stared at her. “But...all those games in the keelhead basket. You never cheated before...”

“It never mattered before.” That’s how we play with hunters, too. We let them win until it matters. Anaroo peered at him. “I wish I’d told you earlier; I thought you’d be angry.” I thought you’d never forgive me.

They were silent a moment. Anaroo thought that Silas looked marginally more alive. His eyes roved around the cabin. Anaroo wanted to say something, but she couldn’t figure out how to begin. At last, Silas murmured, “If someone had to shoot her...I’m glad it was you.”

Anaroo noticed that he had not said he was glad to have been rescued, but she supposed it was a start. “You are not your airship, Silas.”

He gave a bitter laugh and pulled his knees up to his chin under the covers. He folded his arms across them, curled up tightly. “Well, I’m not sure who I am without her.”

Anaroo was trying to formulate a response when he said, “Would you...would you have stayed...if I had...if I hadn’t—”

“Yes.” Anaroo knew she had answered too quickly, had tipped her hand, but she was relieved to have the word out.

Silas did not look comforted. His ears drooped. 

After a moment, Anaroo said, in a small voice, “I can still stay.”

Silas turned to stare at her. “But...I don’t have anything. I don’t even know where I will—”

“Silas!” Anaroo hissed. She tried to keep her voice down, conscious of others sleeping nearby. “You think I would have stayed because of things? Because of what you had or didn’t have?”

Silas swallowed. “But...you left...”

Anaroo exploded. “You had me chained to a capstan earlier this spring! Please allow me to demonstrate my freedom and examine my options before—”

Silas dropped his head in his arms again. His shoulders shook.

Anaroo leaned over and put an arm around him. 

“I am s-so s-sorry,” he stammered.

“I know. I know you’re sorry about that.” I didn’t really mean to bring it up. “Scoot over.” The bed was just wide enough for two people to lie or sit side-by-side. She tried sitting, and that was a little tight, so she stretched out beside him and folded her arms behind her head. “Why did you think I came back?”

Silas was still curled up. “You heard the bells?”

“I heard them, and I started running, but I was already headed back.”

A long pause. “Why?”

Anaroo looked at the ceiling. Are you really going to make me say it? She gave a tug on the back of his shirt. “Lie down.”

He hesitated, then scooted down in the bed beside her. Anaroo shifted his head over onto her shoulder and put an arm around him. “You came back because you didn’t find the Defiance,” said Silas, with a hint of stubbornness.

“Partially,” said Anaroo, “but Nesteria would have helped me find her—that, or sent me on my way to the Sunkissed Isles. And I know it may seem strange to you, but I really wanted a piece of that battle yesterday...at least until I saw the end of it.”

Silas remained still and quiet for a long moment. At last, he said, “What about Gwain?”

Anaroo gave a low chuckle. “Gwain and I were good friends. We were never lovers.”

Silas twisted his head to look at her. “But...”

“I admired him. He was my leader. And perhaps I cared about him a bit more than he cared about me, but that was all.”

Silas lay still. She could tell he was thinking. Then, hesitantly, his right hand crept across to hers. Anaroo laced their fingers together, and they lay like that for a long time.

At last, she realized that he’d gone to sleep. Unfortunately, so had her arm. When she couldn’t stand it anymore, she got up and struggled out of her clothes in the dark. She crawled back in, under the covers this time, and lay there on her side, watching his face in the dim starlight. Silas was breathing evenly, and she was pretty sure he was still asleep. “I came back because I love you. I don’t know why that’s so hard to say.”

Silas stirred. His eyes fluttered, he reached out, and he was suddenly holding her so tightly that she could barely breathe. She had a moment of panic—as though she’d said something that might haunt her and trap her forever.

“Because we’re both good card players,” she heard him mutter against her neck.

Anaroo gave a shaky laugh. “But I cheat.”

“Different skill set.” He swallowed. “I love you so much it hurts. If I have to keep saying goodbye to you, it will kill me.”

There are your cards, thought Anaroo in wonder. All of them. “I’ll stay.” This time, it did not feel like a trap. 

“Are you sure? Truly? It’s going to get worse before it gets better.”

Anaroo settled into his arms. “I’m sure.”
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Chapter 53. Holovarus Bay
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Silas reached for his pipe the moment he woke. Anaroo was a little disgusted to see that Gus had packed it, together with his entire stash of poppy. Well, he knows what you value. Silas did not want to leave his cabin. He swore that he was not trying to be difficult. He just did not feel hungry or sociable. They brought him food anyway, and he nibbled in order to appease them.

The weather was mercifully gentle, with no sign of hostile ships. So many hands made light work, and there was surprisingly little friction between the mixed elements of the crew. Anaroo thought that might change as old tensions reasserted themselves, but for now, they were all grateful to be alive.

That evening, Anaroo came to the cabin to tell Silas that he’d been invited to dine with the captain and officers. He was smoking and playing cards by himself in bed. “Please make my excuses,” he muttered without looking up.

Anaroo sighed. She leaned in the doorway. “Silas...do you want to see Percival at all?”

He looked up quizzically.

“He’s not doing well,” said Anaroo. “Marlie wanted to take his arm off, and he won’t let her. The wound is festering. I don’t think he’ll be giving another dinner for a while...if ever.”

Silas was already scooping up his cards. “Give me a moment to dress.”

A short time later, they walked into the Anemone’s sumptuous dining cabin. Anaroo tried not to stare at the crystalline, colored-glass lamps. The dark, glossy wood of the table fairly glowed in their light. The molding around the ceiling was exquisite, and a beautiful night sky had been painted above with what looked like gold and jewels for stars. The chairs were among the softest and most comfortable that she’d ever encountered aboard a ship.

Percival, by contrast, looked ghastly, but he managed to stand to welcome his guests. Layjen stood at his right, and Percival gestured Silas to his left. Anaroo followed, and Gus came after her. Anaroo saw another hunti and a grishnard she didn’t know beyond Layjen. She noticed, with surprise, that Padmay had been invited. She and Gus arrived across from each other, chatting even before they sat down, and Layjen was clearly trying very hard not to look annoyed. Marlie and Glossy had also been invited. To Anaroo’s further surprise, Theseus stood at the end of the table, his head only a little below that of the seated shelts. Belvedere sat beside him and seemed prepared to cut up his food.

Percival stayed on his feet just long enough to give the introductions and then sat down quickly. Sweat was beading on his forehead and upper lip. He dabbed it away with a napkin and tried to smile as the murmur of table-talk escalated. “It’s good to see you out of your cabin, Silas. You know, you don’t have to stay there this time. Not that you stayed put last time.”

Silas was staring at him. “Percy...our healer saved Gus’s life earlier this fall when he fell from the mainmast. She’s very good.”

Percival took a gulp of his wine. “Oh, I’m sure she is. I’ve probably waited too long, though. What do you think—should I let them cut my arm off and die anyway? Or just die with two arms?”

“Percy!” hissed Silas. “You should let Marlie do what she needs to do.”

Percival set the glass down. His hand was shaking a little. “I know,” he muttered. “It’s just... With so many injuries, our medicine chest is bare. Your healers ran through what they brought pretty quickly dealing with our wounded yesterday.” He tried to laugh. “But let’s not talk about that. Gods, Silas, surely you and I can find something else to talk about.”

Silas stared at him. “There’s no pain medicine?”

“Nope.” Percival reached out and clinked their glasses together, even though Silas hadn’t picked his up. “Except this. So, if you want to hear me scream...it’ll be the after-dinner treat.”

“I have poppy,” said Silas. 

Anaroo glanced at him sidelong.

Percival blinked. “You still smoke?” An awkward pause. “But...Silas, won’t you—?”

“I am not going to let them cut your arm off without anything for the pain!” snarled Silas. He said it so loudly that everyone turned to look. “Marlie,” said Silas in the sudden quiet, “I have poppy resin in my cabin.”

“Oh!” A look of relief crossed her face. “Oh, that would be very welcome. Hawthorne and...a lot of others.”

“If this needs to be done now,” began Silas, but Percival reached out with his good hand and caught Silas’s sleeve. “Belay, Skipper. There is time for dinner. You can listen to me scream later. Sit down and have some soup. It is excellent soup.”

It was, indeed. Anaroo drank it with relish, although Silas only sipped at his, and Percival did not seem interested in anything other than alcohol. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Percival muttered, after a salad of sweet greens, nuts, beets, and goat cheese had arrived.

“Tell you what?” asked Silas, who was picking the nuts out of his salad.

“That you’re a leon. It would have explained...so much.” 

Silas sat still for a moment.

Percival, who was more than a little drunk, continued, “You just stopped being friendly with everyone. You wouldn’t go out with us, wouldn’t drink with us, and you played every game like...like money was all that mattered.”

Anaroo thought that it was easy for someone born wealthy to criticize others for behaving as though money were all that mattered.

“Money and that airship,” muttered Percival. “Gods, Silas, I’m sorry.”

Silas spoke at last. “Do you know what happens to leons if they incur a debt they can’t pay?”

Percival hesitated, said nothing.

“Indebted grishnards can lose their every possession,” continued Silas, “but indebted leons can be sold as slaves. And there were plenty of shelts back then who would have loved to see me wearing an iron collar. You among them, at one point.”

Percival winced.

“I took a lot of risks,” said Silas, “some of them very stupid. I got lucky. But I also made a few enemies, and I had a lot to lose. Money was all that stood between me and...” His gaze fell. “I know I wasn’t a good friend.”

Percival caught his eyes again and smiled. “Well...it would help if you didn’t have to win everything every godsdamned time.”

Silas gave a bitter laugh. “I don’t seem to have won this last time.”

Percival mopped his forehead again. “You said you lost a card game. You can’t have lost to Lucius, so I assume it was to your archer friend here.”

“I cheated,” said Anaroo quickly.

Percival’s eyebrows rose.

“She’s very good,” said Silas. “I didn’t catch it.”

Percival leaned forward, his golden eyes fever-bright and fixed on Anaroo. “That sounds like a great story. In fact, you two sound like a great story. From what I heard, he was ready to throw himself off his airship because of you a few days ago. How did you manage that? Because there’s cold...and then there’s Silas.”

Anaroo had no idea how to respond, but Silas said, “How about I tell you after you get your arm taken care of?”

“What, I only get to hear about it if I live?” whined Percival.

“Yes, that’s the deal.” Silas stood up. “I am going to get you some poppy. If you swallow it, the effects will last longer.”

Percival sat back with a resigned expression. “I’m sorry I hit you so hard last time!” he called.

“I had it coming,” said Silas over his shoulder.

*  *  *  *
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PERCIVAL WAS DELIRIOUS for most of the next yellow month. Silas sat with him on and off, and Anaroo thought that it helped Silas see beyond his own troubles. There were certainly some bad days. Anaroo knew that Silas only smoked poppy on an irregular basis, and she had assumed that the addiction must not be too severe.

Perhaps it wasn’t, but it certainly seemed severe when he woke in the middle of the night, sweating and shivering, and occasionally vomiting. He was pleasant one moment, snarling the next. He paced the ship for two days without coming to bed, and then slept for a solid day thereafter.

Anaroo could tell that he was trying not to complain. Bodies splashed into the sea every morning as more of the wounded lost their struggles with injuries. The brazier with their tokens burned night and day. Silas attended each of these ceremonies. He did not go to the dispensary to demand all of his remaining poppy back, although Anaroo knew that he wanted to.

Padmay had her baby—three babies, as it turned out: two girls and one boy. The other hunti seemed to regard this as great good luck. Twins were common, but triplets were rare.

Layjen went in with her, Gus waited outside, and there were no fights, even though one of the girls had a suspiciously tufted tail. Half-breed hunti were incredibly unusual and unlikely, and the other two infants looked normal. Some babies just had odd tails. At least, that’s what everyone said.

Anaroo had heard that hunti were prone to dying in childbirth. The group seemed happy to have an actual midwife on hand. Anaroo did not think Glossy had attended many hunti births, and she heard her muttering excited notes to Marlie in the dispensary afterward.

“You know,” said Marlie carefully, “ocelon litters can have more than one father. Do you think...?”

Glossy’s voice dropped to a near-whisper. “Maybe, but I wouldn’t say it out loud. Especially since Padmay suggested naming that one Gustifer. I would really not mention it if I were you.”

Belvedere and Theseus spent hours discussing how the griffin nest boxes could be turned into gun ports. Anaroo thought the crew of the Anemone were weary of anything to do with guns, but they listened politely as Belvedere went on and on about charcoal and saltpeter and ways to get sulfur and trajectories and bore sizes.

They sailed through the last traces of fall, past islands adrift in red and gold leaves. Word was that many of the Small Kingdoms had closed their harbors for the winter. Refugee ships had been pouring out of the Great Islands, and some were quick to turn pirate when they were denied or desperate. Tensions had been mounting, and some islands had chosen to treat all refugees as pirates. However, the little kingdom of Holovarus was still known to accept refugee ships, and so the Anemone moved in that direction. She needed repairs, but they tried to make do.

Percival’s babbling finally started to make sense, and Silas stopped pacing. They even played a few games of cards.

Layjen navigated the treacherous and poorly-mapped waters around Holovarus with minimal difficulty, because some of the hunti had sailed that way before. They approached the island around noon on a cool, clear day. Anaroo saw all manner of boats anchored in and around the harbor, some considerably more battered than the Anemone. A few looked as though they were hardly fit to sail across a duck pond, let alone across the crescent. Others were grand ships that seemed out of place in such a provincial setting.

Anaroo was standing in the crosstrees of the mainmast when they cleared the mouth of the bay. She scanned the ships at anchor. Then looked again. And again. For a moment, she forgot to breathe. For directly ahead, rocking gently at anchor, lay the Defiance. 
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The Secret
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Spring, 1682

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

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

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

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

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

Knowledge is power. I want to know everything.

Day 6

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

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

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

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

Day 7

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

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

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

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

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

Day 11

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Day 20

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

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

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

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

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

Day 21

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

Day 22

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

Day 47

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

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

Day 49

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

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

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

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

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

Day 55

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

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

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

Day 60

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

Day 61

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

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

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

Day 63

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

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

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

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

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

I am confusing myself.

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

Day 64

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Day 68

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

Day 69

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

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

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

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

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

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

I fell.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Day 70

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

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

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

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

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

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

Day 71

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

Day 81

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

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

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

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

Day 83

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

Day 87

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

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

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

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

Day 96

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

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

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

Day 97

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

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

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

Day 100

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

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

Day 120

Tzu can talk!!!

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

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

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

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

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

Day 131

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

Day 132

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

Day 152

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

Day 178

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

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

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

Day 208

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

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

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

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

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

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

Day 228

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Tzu continued, “She begs you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And it was everything I had hoped.

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

Because here is the secret, dear reader: the gods can die.
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Anaroo of the Defiance
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Anaroo cannot remember the first time she met Gwain. She knows that she held him as a baby when she was six, that she sang him zed hunting songs in his cradle when she was seven, that she made toy animals for him out of clay as they sat on the floor of his mother’s treehouse when she was eight or nine. But those memories run together—stories she has told herself or been told by others.

She has one clear image of their childhood, which she remembers like a vivid dream. She is eleven and he is five. They are playing in a mountain creek while their mothers talk and sip wine on the bank. Gwain is catching frogs. He brings the frogs to Anaroo, who puts them in a woven basket. There are at least three species in the stream, and each time he finds a new one, he asks Anaroo what it is called. Anaroo tells him that it only matters which ones they can eat, but names are important to him. He is a pink-cheeked little creature with blue down instead of real feathers, now sodden with water and mud. He says “Look, Anaroo” every three breaths.

Their mothers’ laughter floats from the bank: “—cannot believe we’re sitting here drinking the king’s wine!” 

“Me, neither. Ours is better.”

“Alia! Go with him. At least try it.”

“And leave Maijha Minor? Not a chance.”

“Go for the hunting season, then. Let him take you out of that.”

“I wouldn’t be a faun anymore. Think of it—coming back in the spring just to find out who’s dead? Leave everyone to fend for themselves while I sit in a grishnard castle? Leave you? No.”

Anaroo will not understand until years later how unusual it is for zeds and shavier to be such good friends. She will wonder whether they were lovers, but she will never know. In the stream, five-year-old Gwain stands up from the water, proudly holding his latest trophy. 

And it is a snake. The triangular head weaves in the air—a deadly white-mouthed water snake. “Look, Anaroo!”

She snatches a stone out of the creek and hurls it. She hits the snake squarely in the head, knocking it from Gwain’s small hands. 

Anaroo does not remember the rest—how their mothers reacted, how Gwain reacted. She remembers only the sense of pride and relief. In that moment, their traumas are all ahead of them, and all stories have happy endings. 

Anaroo is not even certain that these events occurred. She wonders whether she dreamed the whole thing. Their mothers are both dead, and Gwain does not remember. Is a story real if you are the only person left who remembers?

A year later, Gwain’s mother will be shot by hunters. Six-year-old Gwain will be whisked away to the king’s court, where he will vanish from Anaroo’s life for over a decade. Three years after he leaves, Anaroo’s arrow will miss a hunter who is carrying off her two-year-old son. She will never allow herself to miss another shot...or become attached to another child. She does her duty to her tribe by birthing three more children, but she allows the community to raise them. She is a matchless hunter and valuable councilor to her cousin, who becomes the leader of Kwarla-conch Tribe.

When Anaroo is twenty-four, Gwain walks back into her life. He is eighteen, handsome in a delicate shavier way, desperate to learn about his past. Just seeing him reminds her instantly of a time before tragedy, a time when all stories had happy endings, when she tried to save a little boy and didn’t miss. 

He is also everything she despises. He speaks with a courtly Maijhan accent. He sounds exactly like the hunters. His manners, his clothes, his weapons, his assumptions, his money—it’s all so grishnard. He reeks of the enemy.

She sits and watches him from the jungle on his first night away from the lodge. She rests an arrow on her bowstring. Gwain will bring trouble to her people. She senses it. How much trouble she cannot possibly imagine.

But Anaroo does not shoot him. She shoots his candle. If he doesn’t put that out, someone will kill him.

Later, when he’s living with his mother’s shavier family, Anaroo decides he needs to know that the other zeds think he’s a spy. She’s not sure they’re wrong. 

Anaroo can tell at once that Gwain doesn’t remember her. He bows like a prince and says, “I am Gwain Maijha. It is a pleasure to finally meet you. My family tells me that you have spoken up for me in the past. Thank you.” 

Anaroo is a little taken aback. At last she says, “I am Anaroo of Kwarla-conch. Our mothers were friends.”

“Truly?” He is delighted. “Would you tell me about her? About both of them? Here, come inside. I am cataloging some of the local wildlife. I know the grishnard names, but I want to know the faun names. Look at this one and tell me what you think.”

He has frogs in a jar. “Did you know that there are three species in this one stream?”

Anaroo melts. She cannot help it.

Later, when he has passed his initiation rites and is living with the zeds, she will travel into remote parts of the jungle with him to shoot specimens—birds and caimans and the diminutive deer that do not talk. He is writing notes for future scholars. He speaks to her of vast spans of time—hundreds of years before his birth, thousands of years after his death. It is not the zed way to think like this. It seems very arrogant, very grishnard, but she listens. 

Gwain is deadly when he is thinking of combat, but he will forget himself while sketching plants or animals. He will assume every sentient creature means him well. He will try earnestly to talk to wild leopards. Anaroo stands guard with her bow. Gwain is brilliant and scattered, and she does not think he should be let out of doors unsupervised.

Yet he soon has friends everywhere—zeds, shavier, gazumelle, foxlings, blood bats, pegasus, cowry catchers, pirates, gamekeepers, smugglers, and of course he slips away now and then to his father’s court. He is building a shadow-empire, stitching together the disparate pieces of the Resistance. His ambition borders on insanity. He is certain that he can bring the Temple to its knees, that he can reconcile fauns and panauns with the force of his reason and goodwill.

And yet he will stop to sketch frogs and beetles.

Anaroo cannot explain Gwain to her mates. She does not have to, because she is the woman and she is in charge, but she knows they wonder why she tolerates him.

“Look, Anaroo, I’ve figured out how to make better paper!”

“Look, Anaroo, I’ve built a machine to print books!”

“Look, Anaroo, I’ve negotiated a truce with the cowry catchers and their spiders!”

“Look, Anaroo, we took a Temple treasure ship!”

Unclaimed men are dangerous. Every zed knows this. Men need a woman to temper and control them for their own good and everybody else’s. But Gwain doesn’t want to be claimed. He has a string of lovers, but it is obvious to Anaroo that each of these relationships will end. He is easy to love, but impossible to live with. He exists amid a sea of delicate manuscript pages, preserved specimens, smelly experiments, and the half-assembled pieces of his ever-evolving book machine. He is a cataclysm of energy, consumed by his projects, his eyes fixed on distant goals. She does not think he sleeps.

Gwain does not fit into any of the relationship categories Anaroo’s culture assigns. He is not a brother, not a son, not a father, not a mate. He is not a grishnard. He is not a faun. He is just Gwain.

He is a friend, but men and women are not friends in Anaroo’s culture—not as peers. Anaroo thinks of their mothers and wonders what they called their friendship. She makes a new category for him in her mind.

One day, he asks her to accompany him as a bodyguard during a negotiation with dangerous smugglers. She and a friend stand guard while he talks about shared goals and high ideals and changing the world. She watches the suspicion on the grishnard smuggler’s face. She thinks of standing guard while Gwain sketches a leopard. This feels much the same.

Anaroo is skeptical that Gwain can really change the world, but there are moments, listening to him, when she believes it. He certainly believes it, and reality seems to warp itself around him. She supposes that she will not live to see whether or not he succeeds, but one hunting season follows another, and somehow she reaches her thirtieth birthday.

It is an important birthday for zeds—the moment when their lives become their own. Anaroo has done her duty for her tribe. If she wishes, she may leave them and go on a quest without shame. Revenge, treasure, knowledge—these are all worthy goals. Anaroo considers trying to find the hunters who killed her two-year-old son half a lifetime ago. She also considers moving into the deep jungle and becoming a hermit. There is something about isolation that appeals to her. Sarengail would like her to stay in the tribe and teach. She considers all these things, but...

Gwain has a ship, a slaver taken and all-but sunk by Resistance Pirates, refitted in the Sunkissed Isles with Maijhan gold, captained by a wily old smuggler come out of retirement, and crewed by lemurs and a collection of loyal friends. The Defiance is adventure incarnate.

They sit in the cabin and drink Maijhan wine while Gwain extols the ship’s virtues and what he plans to do with her—how he will fill the islands with books and pamphlets that will change the way everyone thinks. “Come with us!” Gwain is twenty-four, grinning at her over his little round reading lenses. He is wearing fashionable grishnard trousers with an incongruous sailcloth shirt and a colorfully patched jacket that he probably got off a dead pirate.

“I’m not a sailor,” Anaroo protests.

“You’ll learn. Any ship needs sharpshooters.”

Anaroo thinks she is too old to learn to sail.

“You and your zed pessimism,” laughs Gwain. “Please come; it will be good to have an old friend aboard.”

She looks at her drink and remembers their mothers sipping the king’s wine beside a creek in the mountains. The same wine? She remembers how her mother tried to convince Gwain’s mother to accept the king’s offer and leave the island, how Alia had found it unthinkable.

To leave Maijha Minor...to be no longer Anaroo of Kwarla-conch...to be Anaroo of the Defiance... What would that be like?

Anaroo suspects that, if she goes with Gwain, she will eventually die for his cause. She suspects they all will. But we all die somewhere, and I have lived longer than most.

She thinks of a little boy, holding aloft a deadly snake, so proud of himself. She thinks of guarding him while he sketches, while he speaks to smugglers and pirates and criminals and kings. I may not always be there to knock the snake out of your hand, my friend. But for as long as I can be...

Anaroo raises her glass. “When do we sail?”
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Lucky
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Percival Bellwater did not fight duels. He did not dream about swords as much as he’d used to, either. Only when he was about to go home.

In the dream, he was eleven, and he’d escaped from his tutor and a gaggle of well-heeled merchant children to play dice with the cabin boys of the Esmerelda, one of his father’s ships. By the time they found him, he’d lost all his money and half his clothes to a gap-toothed, freckle-nosed sailor boy who’d promised to show him the wonders of skylarking through the crosstrees. Percy had also partaken of the ship’s rum. His sheltered constitution was not yet accustomed to such things, and it was probably just as well that he’d not been allowed to go chasing sailor boys through the rigging of the Esmerelda. Nevertheless, he regretted nothing.

As the other merchant children fluttered about him in the grand foyer of the family home, asking questions and speculating on his likely punishment, Percy was already trying to figure out how to get away again. He fully expected to be whipped. On some level, he knew he deserved it. He’d actually stripped off his shirt by the time the tutor returned with his father and a switch.

However, Elias Bellwater took one look at his youngest son and said, “He’s too old for that.”

They stood regarding each other awkwardly. The group of children had gone quiet. Percy suddenly regretted the rum. He tried to put his shirt back on and ended up with two arms through the same sleeve. “Father, I apologize for causing trouble.”

Coward, whispered a voice in his head.

His father’s eyes said the same. However, his voice, when he spoke, was neutral. “Your apology is accepted, Percival. However, you have missed sword practice, and I believe you have a lesson to make up.”

Percy was filled with a strange combination of dread and curiosity. Everyone knew that his father was a superb swordshelt. It ran in the family. In wilder times, the Bellwaters had fought their trade rivals with steel instead of politics. There’d been plenty of blood in the silk trade back then, and their piratical roots showed through even in this more genteel age. Elias Bellwater had worked on escort ships in his youth and fought hunti pirates off the coast of the Lawless Lands. Later, he’d served with distinction in two small wars with Merdent, generously donating both his time and ships to the crown. Everyone knew that the Bellwaters had royal aspirations. Percy had met the young Haplagian princesses at more than one social function.

His father was a superb swordshelt, but he’d never offered Percy so much as a word of advice in the practice yard. He’d taken Percy’s two older brothers under instruction when they’d progressed enough in their training. They were both serving in the Haplagian navy at the moment. But on the rare occasions when Lord Bellwater watched Percy’s matches, he never seemed impressed.

Percy, for his part, was not aggressive in his efforts to improve. The repetition of physical exercise bored him. He liked people and music and games. He liked clothes that were beautiful and clean, not dirty and stained with sweat. He did love ships, but he had no interest in military service. His best friend, Elrick, had wanted to go to the airship academy since they were still in short  trousers. Percy thought he was being clever when he’d announced his own interest in the academy earlier that year. It should have been an acceptable path, completely appropriate to the elevated circles his family wished to cultivate. However, Percy sensed that his father had divined his true motives immediately. Airships were too fragile for war. Coward.

And now Father was going to give him a sword lesson?

The entire group of his classmates followed them to the practice yard. Percy began to feel uneasy, even through the haze of alcohol. He tried to tuck in his shirt. Damn that rum.

His father tossed him a wooden broadsword.

Percy made a face. He preferred the delicate rapiers or even the more serious cutlasses. Broadswords were for battles and land-based battles, at that. Percy intended to be as far away from any battles as possible.

But of course his father preferred the blunt brutality of broadswords. Even the wooden broadswords were uncomfortably heavy. “You’re not strong enough for a real one,” murmured Elias.

Percy’s uneasiness grew.

His father’s first riposte caught him in the shoulder and made him stagger. It was a perfectly controlled blow—not enough to break bones, but enough to leave a bruise. Within moments, Percy had welts across his arms, legs, and torso. The fight should have been over. His father had made enough points to win, but nobody said anything. The ring of students watched in silence.

Percy was shaking and humiliated. His father’s sword had caught his half open shirt and ripped it. He was sorry to have lost his belt to his charming dice partner. He was tripping on the hems of his trousers.

Finally, Percy just dropped his sword and stood glaring at his father. “I believe you win, Father.”

“Do I? I’m not convinced. Pick that up.”

Even in the dream, Percy could feel the cold wash through him. “What?”

“Pick. It. Up.”

Percy should have refused. He knew that. Father would have hit him once more and been done. But direct confrontation had never been Percy’s strong suit. He picked up the sword.

The next blow whipped across his forearm. Percy’s hand went numb, and he dropped the weapon again.

“Pick it up.”

A glancing blow to his face this time. Blood poured from his nose. He dropped the sword.

“Pick it up.”

“Please, Father...”

“Pick it up.”

“Pick it up.”

Pick it up...

*  *  *  *
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NINETEEN-YEAR-OLD PERCY opened his eyes and pushed the textbook off his chest. He squinted against the sunlight streaming through his dormitory window. Bollocks.

“Can I do anything for you before I go?” asked Elrick as he finished opening the curtains.

Percy snarled. “You can shove a number eight wrench directly into your ballonet port.”

Elrick smirked. “I told you to go to bed last night.”

“I was in bed.” Percy rolled over and found he was hemmed in by books. They make the worst bedmates.

“If you don’t get up now,” continued Elrick patiently, “you won’t be able to sleep tonight, and you might not wake up in time for your test tomorrow. I won’t be here to kick you out the door.”

“Why not?” whined Percy, starting to come more fully alert.

“Because I’ve been invited for an interview on the Pirithous. I’ll probably be back by tomorrow evening.”

“Oh.” Percy rubbed sleep out of his eyes. “You did well on your exams, then?”

Elrick grinned. “Well enough.”

“You should have! As much as you studied.”

“Some of us do have to study.”

“Some of us are not currently confident of our lift ratios.”

“You’ll do fine.”

“Probably not as fine as you.”

“This is the first night you’ve cracked a book in a yellow month. I’d be lost.”

Percy snorted. He had a reputation among his friends as smart, but lazy. He pretended to be offended, but was secretly proud. Everyone knew he could calculate circles around them when he chose to exert himself on math. He just usually chose to exert himself on cards, rum, and sailor lads.

Elrick turned towards the door of their room. “If your boyfriend turns up, tell him I said hello.”

Percy was trying to find his pencil in the bedsheets. “Silas will not be here for at least another five days. And don’t call him that.”

“I’m sorry. Your winter boyfriend. And his ship got in this morning.”

“He’s my renter! And I don’t know what ship you think he’s on, but it’s the Piper.”

“You are the most loquacious landlord in existence! Have you written him since yesterday? Yes, I know it’s the Piper.”

Percy stopped his hunt for the missing pencil. “Wait, what?”

“Your letters will still be catching up with him years from now!”

“I’m sorry, did you say the Piper is in port?”

“Not above a dozen times.”

Percy was out of bed in a heartbeat. “Did the maid bring our washing yet? Gods, I have no clean shirts.”

Elrick rolled his eyes. “I suppose I should have led with that. Anyway, tell your renter that I said hello and also I would like an invitation to the wedding.”

Percy found with relief that there was still water in the basin and began brisk ablutions. “You’re a fine one to talk for someone about to marry his sister!” he shot over his shoulder. 

“She is not my sister,” said Elrick loftily.

She was, in fact, his half-sister by marriage, and their union would consolidate their families’ fortunes. This should have been a personal tragedy. Instead, they were disgustingly in love. Some people just get lucky.

“Seriously,” continued Elrick.

“Seriously, what?” demanded Percy as he hopped out of the rumpled trousers he had unfortunately slept in.

“You’ve been seeing each other for two years!”

“We are not seeing each other!”

“Percy!”

“Silas is my friend. He prefers women. You are also my friend. Coincidentally, you also—”

Elrick rolled his eyes. “Who was that glass technician you spent so much time crawling around in the crosstrees with last semester? He had quite a reputation with the ladies as I recall, and yet...”

“And yet he’d had quite enough of me by mid-summer.”

“I can’t tell that you miss him. My point is that people like all kinds of things. Silas plays his cards damned close to his chest. You are never going to know what is going on in that gear-driven brain of his unless you ask.”

Happily, the maid had indeed brought the washing, pressed and smelling of lavender. Percy selected a pair of trousers in the latest style, which unfortunately included rather a lot of laces. To Elrick, he said, “He is not interested in me.”

“Have you asked?”

Percy ignored this. He brushed his glossy blond hair into a tail and hunted through his dresser drawers for an acceptable ribbon.

Elrick sighed. “You are going to give him an airship one of these days, and it seems to me that somewhere between now and then you might want to tell him why.”

Percy burst out laughing. “I am not going to give Silas Ackleby an airship!”

“Because you’re afraid he’ll make a better captain than you?”

Percy felt a flush of irritation. “No, because he’d never forgive me! He’s as proud as a priestess at festival!”

“People are like that when they’ve got nothing else.”

Percy examined his waistcoats critically and selected the cream and gold. The gold would make his eyes look very bright. He pulled out a blue velvet jacket to give it some color, along with sapphire cufflinks. “Silas is made of pride, and I have none at all! That’s why we make good card partners.”

Elrick laughed. “You have plenty of pride. And all joking aside, I do think you work well together. You obviously enjoy each other’s company, even if he doesn’t want to kiss you. He’s got a rare gift with nautical math, but all the smarts in the world won’t take him from the lower deck to the quarterdeck on an airship. You could try hiring him before someone else does, but it’s obvious he wants his own ship. In the end, I don’t think he’ll be satisfied taking orders.”

“And you think I will?” snapped Percy. He hadn’t meant to sound bitter. He was suddenly keenly aware of the fact that it was late in the morning, he’d slept in his clothes, and he had not properly prepared for the test he needed to take tomorrow. Clearly a captain in the making, whispered a sarcastic voice in his head.

Elrick had known him long enough not to be intimidated. “I think you need someone steady who’ll kick you out of bed in the morning. I think you’re not very good at holding onto things, but Silas never lets go. I definitely think you need to get off your father’s payroll. Didn’t you say he introduced you as his loving daughter last holiday?”

Percy made a face. “He was only mocking my choice of bedpartners. And he’d been drinking.”

Elrick shook his head. “Daughters get married off as bargaining chips to seal political alliances. I think that’s what he meant.”

Percy felt cold.

“So give Silas a ship,” continued Elrick. “And then get on it.”

“What part of he’d-never-accept-it don’t you understand?”

Elrick sighed. “Well, tell him I said hello. I’ll be back tomorrow and maybe we can all go to Gabriel’s.”

Percy grinned and waved his roommate out the door. The weight of future concerns seemed to depart along with Elrick. Silas was here early! They must have had a favorable wind. Percy wondered whether Silas knew that Percy’s winter cottage in town was still locked up with dustsheets over everything and no staff. I’d better make sure he has somewhere to stay.

The airship academy was located at the top of the cliffs, not far from the airship hangars, but intentionally isolated from Port Caraway with its many distractions. The view over the valley was stunning, with late fall colors painting the hills around the port in red and gold. Percy stopped at the griffin station and hired a mount to take him down to the airships. He could have walked, but why? 

He’d expected to have to find someone to tell him where Silas had gone. However, as he made his way along the catwalk above the airships in their winter moorings, he caught sight of a solitary person on one of the benches, staring out over the masts and spars. Of course.

He was dressed in sailcloth and a patched green peacoat, his trousers tucked into work boots. His red-blond hair with its fly-away curls had grown out over the summer and hung in a queue halfway down his back. His innumerable freckles stood out sharply on skin that never quite tanned. He looked clean and respectable, but every bit the foremast sailor. Percy tried to imagine Silas truly looking like an airship captain with the trappings of wealth that usually entailed. Percy couldn’t quite picture it. Oh, well. He certainly sounds like a captain when he starts barking orders.

A canvas bag lay at Silas’s feet. It probably contained all his possessions, apart from those he kept in a trunk in the guest room of Percy’s winter cottage. A small bag, but... Everything Silas owns actually belongs to him, thought Percy. Everything I own belongs to my father.

He pushed that unwelcome thought away and sat down beside Silas on the bench. Silas didn’t stir. He was watching the technicians who were sealing the Piper’s deck for winter. His expressive brown eyes strayed over her rigging like a caress. If she were a woman, I might be jealous. Percy had seen Silas look at plenty of girls with interest, even with lust, but never the way he looked at an airship.

At last, Percy leaned over and murmured, “Did they have to drag you off her?”

Silas made a startled noise and turned. There was a heartbeat’s pause, during which he looked extremely unfriendly. Then his whole face lit up. “Percy!”

Percy felt warm all over. That smile is just for me. “You’re here early!”

Silas laughed, his eyes crinkling into points of light. “We hit an early winter storm on the way home. It was quite a blow, but it turned out alright. We made the run in record time. I figured I might need to find an inn.”

“Nonsense! You can sleep in the dorm tonight. Elrick’s out; you can have his bed. I’m coming down to open the cottage tomorrow.”

Silas looked uncertain, although Percy detected the trace of hunger underneath. Silas had never actually been on airship academy grounds, which were not normally open to the public.

“Is that...allowed?”

Percy shrugged. “It’s the end of term. People’s families are all over the place. Elrick left after his exams this morning. He had an interview on the Pirithous.”

“Oh.” Silas relaxed. “The Pirithous! She’s one of those small inner island cutters. I’d like to hear more about her.”

Of course you would. “I’d bet you’d like to walk around the academy, too.”

Now he was practically salivating. “If it’s...permitted.”

“No one will care. Or even know. The final exams are proctored. The teachers who know us have already gone home for Moon Festival.”

They walked back up the cliff. Silas was absolutely against paying for unnecessary griffin rides. Do you really think you’ll save enough money for an airship by forgoing a ride up the cliff? But Percy knew better than to argue. Or offer to pay.

The day was bright and glorious, the campus half-empty and buzzing with holiday cheer. A flying carriage pulled away from the dorm as they approached, festooned with colorful light-gas balloons and pulled by scarlet jungle pegasus. Percy could tell that Silas was trying not to stare. He’d gotten used to the elite clubs where they gambled and drank, but this was an entirely different aspect of the rarified world of Wefrivain’s most successful families.

The dorm was intentionally austere in order to encourage the young people to keep their minds upon their studies and to accustom them to nautical life. The rooms were small and students were not permitted to room alone until their senior year. There were no girls in the dorm and very few at the academy at all, since Wefrivain’s leading families tended to have traditional ideas about the roles of women aboard ships. There were a handful of female students who intended to teach after they graduated. They lodged with faculty. Over the years, there had also been a tiny number of female captains who’d flouted tradition and whose stories were legendary. Percy was glad that no such women were currently attending. I’d lose Silas for sure. 

The penalties for smuggling girls or alcohol into the dorms were steep, and students were beaten on occasion for disobedience. It was a bit easier for someone of Percy’s persuasion to sneak around the rules about bedmates, although a roommate did make it awkward. Percy had been caught with alcohol three times his freshman year. Beatings from the dean turned out to be unimpressive. Percy’s tolerance for beatings was set rather high, as Elrick noted dryly. However, they finally told his father, and Percy learned to hide his alcohol better. Percy didn’t think Silas needed to know any of this. The rules were lax at this time of year.

Silas clearly did not regard the dorm as a desert of deprivation. Percy could tell he was trying not to stare at the paintings of airships that lined the walls and the loving graffiti of geometric equations that was for some reason permitted on one particular pillar. A replica of the earliest known Amadae stood in the lobby. The miniature airship was as tall as a person and intricately detailed in real materials. Some claimed it would actually fly if only one could find a tiny crew.

Percy could sense that Silas was going to stop before the replica and lose all track of time, so he took him by the elbow and more-or-less dragged him down the hall. “Now you do look like a tourist,” he muttered through the side of his mouth. “Stop staring.”

“Sorry,” muttered Silas. “Is that—?”

“Yes, it’s the Griffon’s Rest. Made by students about eighty years ago, I think. Please walk normally. You’re not actually supposed to be here.”

“Sorry.”

The small, messy dorm room seemed to take the edge off Silas’s awe and he laughed aloud when he saw Percy’s bed, still covered in books and papers. “Been studying a bit?”

“A bit.”

“Are you sure Elrick won’t mind if I sleep in his bed?”

“I’m sure.”

Silas put his canvas bag on the floor.

“How was that storm?” asked Percy. “Was that your first real one?”

“Yes,” admitted Silas. “It was terrifying. I’ve never seen the ship heeled so hard over. The captain didn’t seem worried, but our bosun certainly was. We had to dump our water. A pectoral sail was damaged. The repair in high winds was challenging.”

Percy frowned. “Were you the one who climbed out on the beam end to do it?”

Silas smiled.

“You won’t survive to get your own ship if you keep volunteering for things like that!”

“How else am I supposed to know how to repair them in a storm?”

Percy might have said that no future captain of his acquaintance intended to do anything of the kind under any circumstances. But Silas was standing here in his dorm room, looking cheerful and animated. Instead, Percy said, “Tell me about it.”

“Can we walk around?”

“You might want to change into some of my clothes first.”

They were about the same size, and Silas had borrowed Percy’s clothes before. As Percy hunted through his closet for something that Silas wouldn’t find too absurd, Silas said, “How did your final exams go?”

Percy went still. “Umm.”

“I mean, is it going to be alright when you go home?” Silas wandered over to the bed and began glancing through Percy’s pages of scribbled notes.

Percy shut his closet abruptly. “On second thought, students dress in sailcloth all the time when they’ve been out on the ships. Lots of people are coming back from interviews right now. No one will look at you twice. Come on.”

Silas shot him a concerned expression, but he allowed himself to be ushered out the door, down the steps, and into the campus proper. Once they began passing stone sculptures of gear clusters, he forgot all about Percy’s obligatory journey home before the winter holiday. Percy forgot about it, too. Silas told the story of the storm and the damaged pectoral sail he’d volunteered to repair. He talked about other adventures during the summer’s sailing and the doings of mutual friends in various ports upon various ships. Percy already knew most of this on account of Silas’s letters, but he was happy to hear it all over again. 

As they walked, Percy pointed out his classrooms, showed Silas what relics they could view without attracting suspicion, and pointed out the stream of students emerging from the testing building. By then, it was lunchtime, and they grabbed a bite in the school mess hall. “Shouldn’t I pay for this?” whispered Silas.

Percy gave a dismissive flick of his tail. “My tuition more than pays for it.”

At that moment, their friend Mordici dropped into a chair opposite. “Silas! How was your summer, my friend?”

“It was marvelous! I have deployed the Piper’s light-gas kite so many times now, I believe I could do it in my sleep!” 

Mordici grinned. He’d gotten Silas his initial interview with the Piper’s captain, although Percy doubted the captain had needed much encouragement to hire him. Silas’s skill garnered a great deal of respect from his officers, although he didn’t seem to make many close friends among the crews. Percy suspected he was a bit too brisk about his business. That sense of effortless mastery could be both attractive and infuriating.

“Well, my exams are done,” said Mordici. “I can’t decide whether to celebrate or go to sleep. Are you done, too, Percy? Gods, that last bit of static physics was a zebra’s ass. I felt like I should have signed it in blood.”

He was interrupted by another voice, “Well, now the holiday has officially begun! Silas is here!” Estiver came trooping up to the table with three other friends. “Percy and Silas...want to go to the clubs this evening and wreck someone’s night?”

Laughs all around. There followed a spirited discussion of which club would have the best entertainments this early in the season. “It’ll be the Wasted Eel,” insisted Estiver. “It’s classy enough for the merchants, cheaper than the west bank, and all the sailors who just got into port will be there.” He glanced at Silas. “Also, Silas can come as he is. We all know he doesn’t really want to wear Percy’s ridiculous clothes.”

That got plenty of laughs. Percy glanced sidelong at Silas. There’d been a time when any reference to his humble fashions or background made him freeze or bristle. However, he’d grown comfortable with this group over the last two off-seasons. Jokes about his clothes, his job, or his freckles didn’t seem to sting so much. It surely helped that the students worshiped Silas’s skill at cards and sailing. And he was the undisputed expert of actual life aboard an airship, which none of them had yet experienced.

Silas spoke to Estiver easily, “I’m sure I could wear Percy’s clothes if I am permitted to tie the laces with a Siranese half-hitch.”

Percy gave him a shove, but he felt profoundly content. This was what life should be. Friends and games and Silas at his elbow.

“You’re done with your exams, right, Pers?” said Mordici over the hubbub. “You up for the Eel?”

“Absolutely,” said Percy.

They managed to find a poppy shop before even reaching the Eel. Silas liked the stuff, although he usually had to be coerced to partake. “It’s the end of term!” said Mordici. “Almost Moon Festival! Celebrate with us!”

By the time they reached the Eel, Percy was feeling warm and light. Silas was almost giggly. A fiddler was playing in the Eel for some lively dancing. It was still early in the evening—that time of night when young women of modest but respectable employment got off work and sometimes came in groups to dance or flirt with the sailors and students and dockhands. Most of the group from the airship academy found dance partners easily. Percy noticed Silas watching one of the ocelon girls—a dark-eyed creature with a bold smile and a red scarf above her demure maid’s smock. She looked at Silas every time she whirled past, her smile fleeting and coy over her current partner’s shoulder.

Percy was feeling magnanimous, so he spoke in Silas’s ear, “You should ask her to dance!”

Silas glanced at Percy, gave that unselfconscious smile that only appeared when he’d had poppy or alcohol, and said, “I don’t know how.”

“To ask? Let me show you.” Percy inflated his lungs to bellow at the young lady.

Silas clapped a hand over his mouth. “To dance, you ass!”

Percy was frankly amazed. “I thought all foremast sailors learned to dance! I thought it was practically required. How else are you to initiate the nights of debauchery for which your kind are famous?”

Silas was speechless with laughter.

“What do you do in your time off? Besides answering my letters.”

Silas yawned. The poppy was making him sleepy. “Study the ship. Play cards.”

“You are pathetic.”

“I know.”

“That young woman is begging to be debauched.”

Silas smiled again. “Teach me to dance?” He was looking right into Percy’s eyes when he said it. 

Percy’s heart wobbled. He doesn’t mean that the way it sounds. But they were still looking at each other, and it felt like time had stopped.

“Evening, young sirs,” came a solicitous wheedle.

Percy turned to this extremely unwelcomed interruption with a notion of telling the speaker to fuck off. The grishnard was well-dressed in a sleek black coat and white cravat. Percy didn’t know him, but he recognized his type. Card sharp. The fellow probably made his living here. Behind him, three other people were smiling and beckoning from one of the card tables. Percy recognized one as the dissolute son of an east bank slumlord.

“We’re looking for two more players to fill out our game,” continued the sharp jovially. “You look like savvy lads who’d enjoy a bit of fun.”

Percy rolled his eyes. We look like marks.

Silas was clearly a sailor just come ashore with a season’s pay. Percy looked like a fop. They both looked a little drunk.

Percy glanced at Silas with regret. Well, so much for dancing. Silas could never resist a challenge. As Percy expected, he rose with a gormless grin that he probably couldn’t have managed so convincingly without the poppy. He slurred more than Percy thought believable when he answered, “We are entirely at your mercy, sir. I mean your service. At your service.”

Oh, good gods, Silas.

Silas took off his coat before sitting down. Percy knew that he did this to avoid accusations of cheating. He rolled up his sleeves, too. Nowhere to hide a card. Percy couldn’t help noticing the corded muscles in his forearms, more pronounced than last winter. The dusting of red-blond hair over freckled skin was mesmerizing.

Silas cleared his throat, and Percy’s eyes skipped to his face. Silas had a patient smile.

I could swear you know what you’re doing to me. I could swear you enjoy it. 

Silas’s eyes flicked to the person on his left. Percy didn’t catch his meaning for a moment. Then a memory stirred.

Silas had lost to this person once last winter in the same club. It might have been bad luck or maybe something else. Silas had said at the time that he thought the fellow was cheating, but he couldn’t work out how. Percy had a vague recollection that this person was part of the light-gas monopoly. He was playing partners with the slumlord, and the two appeared to be on good terms. The sharp’s partner was a fur-swathed grishnard woman who was either a high-class prostitute or didn’t mind looking like one.

The first hand went spectacularly poorly. Percy wondered whether Silas had bitten off more than he could chew in his current state. While he wasn’t as drunk as he appeared, poppy did take the edge off his card game.

Percy won the bid on the second hand. The cards from the poke enhanced his advantage. However, their opponents’ cards turned out to be better, and Silas had nothing to help. “Lady Luck is a fickle trollop,” said the sharp to Percy with a condescension that made Percy want to smack him. “If I may offer a word of advice, lad, it is not advisable to take the bid so high when you have not yet tested the skill of your opponents.”

“Noted,” growled Percy. The sharp was baiting him. They’re afraid we’ll leave before they’ve thoroughly fleeced us.

Silas was looking around with a doe-eyed expression that made Percy wonder if the poppy really had addled his brain. The rest of the group had obviously decided that Percy was the player to beat.

They are cheating. But how? Percy didn’t see any marked cards. The game they were playing made it virtually impossible to add cards to the deck undetected. He thought they were probably signaling. There were ample opportunities with so much noise and movement in the room.

Why are we here, Silas?

His love of challenge notwithstanding, Silas didn’t usually engage with cheats. He wanted no whiff of dishonesty associated with his own playing, and there was little to be gained from exposing bad actors. Accusing someone openly was a good way to get called out or, worse, beaten in an alley. One could report a cheat to the house, but there again, word might get back with ugly repercussions. In the normal course of events, club regulars simply refused to play with known cheats. Such bottom-feeders were relegated to fleecing tourists and out-of-towners who didn’t know any better. It was a living for them, Percy supposed, but not a very fun one. Certainly not the kind of living Silas was capable of making with honest games in the grand houses on the west bank.

But this fellow got the better of him once, thought Percy, and Silas can hold a grudge.

As the next hand began, the whole group engaged in an obnoxious show of false encouragement. “That’s the spirit, lads! Don’t let a bit of adversity make a coward of you!”

“Lady Luck comes crawling home eventually,” purred the whore.

“A good strategy always triumphs over distribution,” said the slumlord in a marvelous bit of utter nonsense.

Percy raised his eyes to Silas imploringly. How much longer do we have to do this?

On the third hand, Silas’s old opponent took the bid and played a standard winning game. There was nothing extraordinary about it, except that he seemed wonderfully fortunate in the fall of the cards. “What can I say?” he murmured with a flash of teeth. “They call me Lucky Jenkins.”

The sharp had more advice for Percy. “You should go easier on your point cards early in the game, kid. It takes some grit, but you need to hang onto them until the final tricks.”

It takes some grit not to punch you in the throat, thought Percy.

It was Lucky Jenkins’ turn to shuffle the cards. As he took them from the whore, he leaned forward to add his own sage advice to Percy, “You’re doing fine, lad. Worse players come back from such setbacks.”

Silas, who’d been staring at the dancers, reached out and neatly swept the cards from under Jenkins’s arm. “My turn!” he said blithely.

“It is not!” snarled Jenkins, but Silas was already making a clumsy attempt to shuffle the cards overhand. 

Percy watched him curiously. I know you’re not that drunk. Silas never shuffled overhand.

Jenkins gave a smile that appeared to mask real irritation. “It’s not actually your shuffle, lad.”

Silas dropped the deck in apparent surprise. “Sorry.” He laboriously gathered the cards back into one hand. Then he turned to look at Jenkins. His eyes skipped around the table and back to his old opponent, who clearly did not recognize him. Silas’s tone shifted as he spoke again, the slur falling away. “A word of advice...lads.” He split the deck with one hand, his eyes still locked with Jenkins. “It is not advisable to invite strangers to your magic show without even asking their names.” Silas performed a perfect one-handed bridge and riffle. It was an exceedingly difficult shuffle and Silas did it without breaking eye contact.

The whole table went silent. Every smile vanished. Jenkins’ chest inflated like a ruffled peacock. “What exactly are you implying, sir?”

Silas ignored this. He split and shuffled the deck again, this time with both hands and blinding speed. “They call me Silas Ackleby, and I don’t need luck!” He slapped the deck down in front of Jenkins. “Now let’s play cards.”

The rest of the game was red slaughter. Silas systematically cleaned up the table for three more hands, often taking the last trick with an embarrassingly low card. He passed the lead to Percy, who did his part, and neatly passed it back. This was more than revenge. Percy had the delightful notion that Silas was showing off. He almost never did that. For me?

Silas grinned at him and Percy felt sure of it. This is your kind of dancing.

Near the end, Percy looked up to see the rest of their friends gathered around the table. Mordici met the slumlord’s furious gaze with a jovial smile. “What’d you do to piss him off, mate?”

“Maybe you should try to hang onto your point cards,” said Percy to the sharp. “It takes some grit.”

“Fuck off,” snapped the sharp.

“You wound me,” said Percy.

When the bloodletting had ended, Percy thought the bottom-feeders might refuse to pay, but at this point, a crowd was watching and they couldn’t refuse without doing even worse damage to their reputations. 

“Who is that?” Percy heard someone whisper.

“Silas Ackleby. He usually plays on the west bank.”

“Gods, he’s good. Wonder why he’s bothering with this riff-raff.”

He is bothering for my entertainment, thought Percy smugly.

Of course he is, said a cold voice in the back of Percy’s head. You are the key to the airship academy. Do you really think Silas would read your letters if you didn’t send him examples of your homework in every one? Percy shook his head to clear it. That’s not how it is.

“Percy,” it was Estiver, speaking in his ear. “I think you and Silas should call it a night. This was glorious, but now you’d better go. We’ll all walk you home.”

Percy nodded. Silas had scooped up their winnings. The other players were shaking his hand with stony expressions while the crowd babbled around them. Silas looked entirely peaceful and at ease, but Estiver was right. Better to take their winnings and leave in a group. Getting drunk in the Eel or walking home alone after that display was asking for trouble.

So they all trooped back to the school, recounting Silas’s victory and sharing their own tales of the night, which included more than one kiss on the dancefloor and a few plans for future meetings. “I’m Silas Ackleby,” repeated Estiver in a dreadful imitation of Silas’s accent. “And I don’t need luck!”

Gales of laughter.

“How were they doing it, Silas?” asked Mordici.

Silas shrugged. “Something with the shuffle. And I think the cut was part of the pattern. The way they had it set up, all four of them shuffled and cut before either of us got the chance. By the fourth time, I was afraid we’d be so far in the hole that the game might be over, so I just took it away from him.”

One of the younger students, very drunk, leaned over and said, “It was amazing! Did you see, Percy?”

Of course, I saw. I was his partner! But you didn’t notice. You were looking at him.

This is how it will always be when you’re Silas’s partner, he thought. And then, Worth it.

By the time they got back to the dorm, it was nearly midnight. Percy stopped at the front desk to request a wake-up call before trudging to his room. “Why do you need to be up so early?” asked Silas as Percy unlocked the door.

“Test,” muttered Percy.

Silas stopped on the threshold. “What?”

Percy didn’t look at him. “My last exam is tomorrow.” Percy started on his laces.

“Percy!”

“It’s my problem, not yours. I wouldn’t have missed this evening for any—”

“Your father is going to kill you!” exploded Silas.

Percy scowled. He wished Silas didn’t so often see him when he first came back from holiday. The bruises were difficult to hide from a housemate and Percy didn’t usually try. “He’d come up with an excuse for sword practice no matter what.”

“Do you know that?” demanded Silas. “Have you tried not giving him an excuse?”

That stung. “I pass my tests, Silas! They don’t let idiots stay in the academy!”

“You’re not an idiot. You’re a fool.”

Percy turned to him with astonished hurt and anger.

But Silas was still talking. “You’ve got all of this at your fingertips! All these books, all this knowledge, teachers who will answer your questions! Your father beats you, but he gives you a staggering amount of money every time you come home, and you’re spending it on trousers with too many laces! Meanwhile, I have to climb out on beam-ends during a storm to get the ship’s engineer to explain to me how the pectoral gears work!”

“I would have—” began Percy. 

“You’ve got a fucking Amadae at the end of the hall!” Silas shouted. “You probably could have purchased an inner island cutter by now if you’d stop spending your money on nonsense!”

“An inner island cutter is a floating cargo barge,” sneered Percy.

Silas’s voice broke. “It’s an airship!”

The word ‘fool’ was still clanging around in Percy’s head. “You wouldn’t even be playing at the Eel if I hadn’t scooped you up, put you in my clothes, and taken you to Gabriel’s. You’d probably still be sleeping in the woods at the end of the off-season.” Oh, gods. Did I really say that out loud? Percy was dimly aware that the poppy was wearing off with its usual nasty aftereffects.

Silas turned away. Percy thought he might walk out the door. Instead, Silas stalked over to the bed, snatched up one of Percy’s scribbled sheets of calculations, and turned with a savage expression. “You’re doing this wrong. Everything after the eighth line.”

Percy knew he needed to stop talking. But the anger that always burned somewhere deep inside him was leaking out like poison. “Oh, you can tell that at a glance, can you? Because foremast hands calculate so many lift ratios. How much static physics does it take to swab a deck?”

He is going to leave, he is going to leave, he is going to leave...

“I can tell,” said Silas in a voice of ice, “because I did every problem you sent me and had the ship’s engineer check it. That’s what I do instead of dancing.”

Fuck you, Silas.

They glared at each other. Percy felt sick and so angry. He wondered why. He shouldn’t be this angry at Silas. Not Silas. Never Silas. I went out this evening instead of studying because I love you more than airships. Can’t you see that? It was true, and yet he was on the verge of saying, “Get out.”

Silas turned away suddenly. He took a deep breath, unclenched his fists, and smoothed the sheet of paper in his hands. Then he shrugged off his coat and threw it over the back of a chair. He rolled up his shirt sleeves, cleared a space on the bed, and sat down. His dark eyes met Percy’s.

And Percy’s anger drained away like water through his fingers. He could not have held onto it for all the gold in Maijha. Because Silas was in his bed!

“Come here, Percy.”

You know what you’re doing, thought Percy. You know exactly what you’re doing. The lean, corded muscles in Silas’s arms shifted as he found the pencil and a clean sheet of paper. You know what you’re doing, and I guess I’m just going to let you do it.

Percy came forward meekly. Silas shoved books out of the way and pulled Percy down beside him. They sat hip to hip on the narrow bed in their shirt sleeves, and worked their way through equations. “It’s just this line,” said Silas. “The mistake trickles through the rest of your math.”

Percy listened while Silas made static physics sound easy, their faces inches apart over the page by the light of a single lamp. Up close, Percy could see the calluses on Silas’s freckled hands. He wished he could feel them on his skin. I’m sure I could forgive you for being smarter than me if you’d push me down on this bed.

When Percy started to yawn, Silas leaned over and spoke against his ear. Percy’s whole body returned to stunning alertness. When he’d corrected his mistakes to Silas’s satisfaction, Silas reached for the pages of vocabulary terms. “Have you memorized these?”

“Most of them.”

“Percy!”

So they went down the list. Percy did know most of them. There were a few that Silas didn’t know. After a while, even Silas’s ferocious concentration began to flag. He stretched out on the bed, still reading. Percy was too exhausted by this point to feel anything other than relief that he might finally be allowed to sleep. Silas kept asking questions. Percy kept trying to answer. He stretched out beside Silas, but the bed was too narrow. He turned over on his side and put his head on Silas’s shoulder.

Silas’s voice faltered, ceased.

Percy’s thoughts ran in confused, foggy circles. You could have everything. I’d just give it to you. You could have me. But you haven’t kissed me, and surely that means you don’t want to. And yet here you are asleep in my bed with my head on your shoulder. And if you’re faking, Silas, I don’t want to know.

*  *  *  *
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PERCY DREAMED THAT he and Silas were navigating a small sailboat across open water. The day was blue and cloudless until Silas went below deck. Instantly, a terrible storm erupted. Percy shouted for him to come back, but as soon as Silas returned, the storm abated. “You don’t need my help,” said Silas.

“You have no idea what it’s like when you’re gone,” said Percy.

But Silas went away again. Hail began to fall like fists, and Percy trembled in the icy tempest.

*  *  *  *
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PERCY WOKE, FEELING muzzy and hung over. He was alone in his bed. No books. No papers. No Silas. The curtains were still drawn, but Percy could see bright daylight past the edges. Fuck.

He’d missed his exam.

Well, if you hadn’t kept me up studying all night, Silas... Percy would be allowed to retest, of course. People of Percy’s station were always allowed to retest. But there would be a letter to his father and yet another mark against his name in his school character record. The former would result in bruises and the latter would affect his future employment prospects.

Did the dorm not send the wake-up call? Sometimes Percy was difficult to wake, but he thought Silas would have heard it.

Sitting up, Percy saw that Silas had stacked the books and papers neatly on his desk. Did he leave before the wake-up call? That didn’t seem right.

Percy rubbed his hands absently. And froze. His signet ring was missing. Fuck, fuck, fuck... His stamp could be used for credit. His father really would kill him if he’d lost that. Percy began hunting frantically through the bedsheets.

Wait a moment. Slowly, he turned his gaze back to his desk. Silas’s clothes were hanging over the chair. All his clothes.

Oh, no you didn’t...

Percy got up and went to his closet. A pair of his trousers were missing, the sky blue ones. The matching blue and silver waistcoat was gone, along with his overcoat, and, Percy assumed, one of his many frilly white shirts. Percy’s cream leather boots were no longer beside the door.

Percy sat down heavily on the bed. He didn’t know what to do. He felt angry again and helpless. Silas, you arrogant ass. He washed and dressed with a vague idea of going to find breakfast, but then thought better of it. Being seen around campus could only make the situation worse if Silas had done what Percy suspected. Instead, he opened the curtains and watched the angle of the sun with impatience. Just a little longer, and I’ll go look for him.

Percy jumped at a knock on the door. “There’s no need to knock,” he snapped. When nothing happened, he shouted, “Come in!”

It was not Silas. It was one of the liveried house servants. “Message for you, sir.”

The missive on the folded paper was brief:


Silas Ackleby,

Your words to me last night implied dishonest play. This is an offense to my reputation that I cannot endure. Furthermore, your own performance was highly improbable. I believe you accuse me of that with which you are familiar. I will make the world aware of your fraud unless you give me satisfaction at noon today at the Lamprey’s Head.


Percy sighed and crumpled the note in disgust. Why did you tell him your name, Silas? His connection to Percy was known, and plenty of people would have been able to help the scoundrels find them.

This will be a problem for Silas all season. Maybe longer.

Silas was just too good at cards. He protected himself by maintaining a spotless reputation, never picking fights, and never adding insult to injury with cutting remarks. He did not normally play with cheaters, so their reputations didn’t rub off on him. You did it last night because you were drunk on poppy and showing off for me.

Another voice in Percy’s head whispered, Well, maybe this will teach you an ounce of humility, Master I-Don’t-Need-Luck. One might say you were foolish, Silas. 

Would that make me happy? Percy asked himself. To watch him struggle or fail? To see his pride broken?

Percy felt sick. This will be a problem for him. Unless...

The messenger was still standing there. “I was told to wait for an answer.”

Percy straightened. “Tell him yes.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all.”

The rest was easy. Percy put on Silas’s sailcloth shirt and breeches, noting with bemusement that the fabric didn’t stretch across his shoulders in quite the same way. I suppose it would if I hauled on a rope all summer.

He was relieved to find that Silas’s peacoat allowed excellent range of motion. Of course it does. It’s a work coat. Not like mine.

Percy braided his blond hair into a sailor’s queue. It wasn’t as long as Silas’s, but he doubted the hucksters had been paying close attention to such details. Silas’s hair was redder and curlier, but pulled into a tight queue, the difference wouldn’t be obvious at a distance. Just to be certain, Percy opened Silas’s bag and hunted around until he found a gray woolen hat.

Percy stood before the full-length mirror and looked at himself critically. His skin was the obvious problem. Silas’s freckles were a defining feature. But if Percy kept his arms covered, there wasn’t much beyond his face to give him away. If I don’t get too close at the beginning, it should be fine.

The scoundrels had met a sailor in humble clothes and a fop in silk and gold brocade. They would look at Percy in these clothes and see the sailor.

Now for the sword. Percy didn’t have one. He sometimes mocked other students for carrying them. Fortunately, Elrick possessed a dueling rapier for functions where it was considered standard of dress. Percy dug it out of Elrick’s closet. He was just working out how to put on the belt when a key turned in the lock and Elrick walked into the room.

He stood still for a moment, looking as though he intended to call for help. Then he squinted. “Percy?”

“Do I look incredibly shabby? Please don’t answer that.”

“What are you doing?”

“Fighting a duel. In fact, I’m glad you’re here. I need a second.”

“Percy! No!”

“This isn’t up for discussion. Come on, it’s almost noon and I don’t want to do this on an empty stomach.”

Moments later, they were in the small in-house commissary, where water, tea, and coffee were always available. The sideboard offered fresh bread, fruit, nuts, cheese, and select meats. Percy made himself a meal while Elrick watched in stunned silence. “How was your interview?” asked Percy.

“Fine.”

“That’s all, just fine?”

“Percy, please tell me what is going on. Is that Silas’s coat? Who are you fighting?”

“I don’t know why I would tell you any secrets when you won’t tell me about your interview.”

So Elrick told him about the Pirithous, her intelligent captain, her easy-going owner, and the offer of a junior officer position upon graduation.

“You’ll say no, surely,” said Percy. “You can do better than a floating barge.”

Elrick smiled. “I told him I’d think about it. I would like to hold out for a blue water ship, but you’re wrong about the little airships. The Pirithous was charming, and there’s something wonderful about sailing over land. He showed me one of his new cutters in the dockyard. The Scarlet Albatross. She’ll be a sweet little ship when she’s finished.”

Percy harrumphed. “He’s shopping for officers for that one, then?”

“I suppose.”

A moment of silence. “Percy...?” began Elrick.

Percy stood up. “Well, my headache’s gone. Time to go take care of this problem.”

“This has something to do with Silas, doesn’t it? Are you supposed to be him?”

“Are you saying I don’t look like myself?”

“There has to be another way, Percy. Whatever happened, we can solve it some other way!”

I don’t want to. Percy was beginning to feel a ferocious joy. The anger that always simmered deep inside him was about to have an acceptable target.

They stepped out of the dormitory and nearly collided with Silas. He was walking fast, head down, hands in the pockets of Percy’s blue linen trousers. Percy noted with despair that he really had tied the laces with sailor’s knots. He was not wearing a cravat, which Percy would never have done out of doors. But at least I don’t see any school enforcers behind him.

They all stood still for a moment. Silas looked guilty. Percy smiled with all of his teeth, looped his arm through Silas’s, spun him around, and started down the steps. “Excellent. You can continue being me. That will make things easier. How was your morning, my dear?”

Silas seemed at a loss for words. Percy felt a stab of vindictive pleasure. 

Elrick trotted to keep up with Percy’s fast strides. “Will someone please tell me what is going on!”

“I told you, I’m fighting a duel.”

Silas was startled into speech. “A duel?”

“Did I stutter? I feel like I keep repeating myself.”

“But you don’t fight duels.”

“First time for everything.”

“Percy!”

If he hadn’t been in such a vicious mood, Percy would have savored that note of concern.

Elrick turned to Silas. “What happened?”

Silas was out of breath and agitated. He dropped back beside Elrick and began recounting the tale of the Wasted Eel. Percy let them talk.

The cliffs known as the Lamprey’s Head were a dueling ground for people who were serious about a fight. The walk was less than an eighth watch from the dormitory, first through trees, and then up a trail that wound higher and higher among rocks that resembled lamprey teeth. The trail ended in a stretch of open grass overlooking the sea. The spot was always windy and sometimes socked in by fog, but today it was clear. Elrick and Silas were still walking behind him, comparing frantic notes, as Percy stepped out of the lee of the tall rocks.

Their opponents had already arrived. Percy wasn’t surprised to see Silas’s old nemesis, “Lucky” Jenkins, wearing funereal black and a deep scowl. However, Jenkins appeared to be the second. The person walking back and forth warming up his sword arm turned out to be the slumlord. Percy dredged up the fellow’s name. Castor. 

The card sharp and his lady were nowhere in sight. Percy guessed that they’d cut their losses and vowed to find better targets in the future. They had little to lose in the way of reputation. This pair, on the other hand, had probably taken a real hit because of Silas’s actions. They were looking for a way to turn the tables or at least get revenge. They’d brought three other friends as witnesses. The griffins who must have flown them up the cliffs were preening and gossiping with each other on a sunny rock.

“Elrick, please do the honors,” said Percy. “I’m already bored, and I bet Silas is hungry.”

Elrick shook his head, but he took the sword from Percy and walked towards their opponents to present it. Silas spoke at Percy’s elbow. “Percy, please don’t do this. Whatever they said or threatened, it’s not worth it. I’ll just hide for a while. If I can’t play cards, I’ll find something else. I shouldn’t have been showing off last night. Percy—”

Elrick and Jenkins checked the weapons and said the few necessary words. Percy could detect no sign that the group didn’t think he was Silas. The fact that someone else who looked like Percy stood before them in plain sight must have helped complete the ruse.

Silas was still babbling desperately in his ear. For once, Percy wasn’t listening to him. He turned around and laid a finger to Silas’s warm lips. “Shhh. I’ll be right back.”

Elrick was coming towards him with a resigned expression. He returned his sword to Percy. “Be careful.”

Percy pulled off the cap and tossed it onto the grass. He stepped away from the lee of the rocks into the wind and the oncoming figure of Castor. Percy had no doubt that Castor had fought many duels. He moved with confidence. He looked to be five or six years older than Percy, without the trace of lanky teenager that still lingered in Percy’s build. Castor had taken off his coat and rolled up his sleeves—a standard precaution, since cloth dragged into a wound could make it fester. Percy couldn’t roll up his sleeves without revealing his unfreckled arms.

His first riposte caught Castor a glancing blow across the forearm that clearly startled him. Duelists usually tested each other before getting down to business. It was all part of the pageantry.

Well, I am not a duelist.

As they came together again, Percy tried for a feint and upper cut, but his opponent wasn’t fooled. Castor seemed to realize that this fight was going to be short and brutal. He changed tactics, advancing with a flurry of darting strikes that Percy parried clumsily. He wasn’t accustomed to the speed of rapiers. One stab went home below Percy’s right collarbone. In and out in the blink of an eye.

Percy staggered and the sword fell from his suddenly numb fingers. He didn’t feel pain, just shock. Warmth spread through his shirt.

Castor lowered his sword and stood there with a smug expression. “Guess maybe you could have used some luck after all,” he rasped. “Yield and bear witness that we are honest card players.”

Percy gritted his teeth. He couldn’t move his right hand. 

“Pick it up.”

Out of the corner of one eye, he saw Elrick and Silas hurrying towards him. “Yield!” snarled Castor, his hand tensing around his blade again. “Or I pin you through the guts, you filthy cheat!”

“Pick it up.”

Castor saw the look in Percy’s eyes and leapt forward with a snarl. Percy dropped to all fours and snatched up the sword with his left hand. His opponent clearly expected him to back away and try to reposition. Percy did the opposite. He pressed forward into the charge, getting in low under the deadly stabbing strike. He was too close now to use his blade, but he brought the basket of the sword up in a savage punch to the other grishnard’s face. There was a crunch and a spray of blood. Castor reeled back.

Strength and sensation were returning to Percy’s right hand, but not quickly enough. He caught the handle of the rapier in both fists. Lightest broadsword ever, said some giddy part of his brain.

Percy rained blows on his opponent, driving him backwards. Even in his pain and confusion, Castor retained enough presence of mind to protect his vital organs, so Percy didn’t bother with them. He used his sword like a club, hammering against forearms and calves and flanks. You’re going to be black and blue, mate. Don’t worry. It goes away in a yellow month.

When he managed to get in a vicious blow to the back of the knee, Castor lost his footing. Percy was on him in a second, kicking away his sword, bringing his own blade to the grishnard’s throat.

Percy didn’t say anything. The look in his eyes must have said it all. 

“Yield!” screamed Castor, half blinded by blood. “God’s scales! I yield!”

Percy didn’t move. 

Elrick was suddenly behind him. “Percy, that means stop. It’s done. Come on, you’re bleeding.”

Jenkins was coming to help his friend. He stared at Percy. “You’re not Ackleby,” he managed.

“No,” grated Percy. “But I’m the one you’ll fight if you try anything like this again. And next time I will kill you.”

He could see that they believed him.

Castor’s friends loaded him onto a griffin, and they flew away in haste to find a healer. Elrick made Percy strip off Silas’s coat and shirt, which were torn and soaked with blood. Percy was beginning to feel the wound. He suspected it would hurt a bit more than a bruise in the end. He was disgusted that he’d forgotten to bring linen bandages, ointment, or even water to wash himself off. I’m really not much of a duelist.

“The thing about most people,” he said as Elrick tried to clean him up with the remains of Silas’s shirt, “is that they’re afraid of getting hit. Getting hit is nothing.”

“He didn’t hit you, Percy,” muttered Elrick. “He stabbed you just above your lung. If he’d gotten you any lower, you’d be drowning in your own blood right now. How’s your breathing?”

“My breathing’s fine. Can’t you hear me talking?”

“I hear you not taking this seriously. Hold this against the wound and let’s walk back. I want a healer to check it for cloth.”

“The shirt and jacket are whole,” complained Percy. “There’s nothing in the wound.”

“It looks that way, but we need to be sure. Let’s go.”

Silas was being very quiet. He had not come forward for a closer look at Percy’s wound. He was looking everywhere except at Percy’s face. Percy wondered whether Silas was angry about his clothes. They didn’t seem worth getting upset over, but you could never tell with Silas. I’ll buy him new ones.

Elrick put an arm around Percy. Silas didn’t. 

They were halfway back when Silas veered off the path and vomited into the bushes. He started to stand up and another spasm ran through him. 

Elrick was the first to react. He fished out a handkerchief and came over to offer it to Silas. “First duel?”

Silas nodded without looking up.

Percy was amazed. He knew that Silas wasn’t a violent person, but... He’s never even watched a duel? Percy realized with a jolt that Silas was crying and trying not to show it. The sight was a little unnerving.

“I thought...” stammered Silas. “I thought...”

You thought he’d killed me.

“Silas.” Percy pulled him upright and hugged him, awkward because of the bloody rag of Silas’s shirt between them.

“Your clothes!” gasped Silas.

“My clothes, my blood. Besides, as we’ve established, I’m a profligate spender. I’ll buy more.”

Silas’s arms locked around his neck. He buried his wet face against Percy’s bare shoulder. Percy decided that getting stabbed was entirely worth it. “Did you pass my test?” he asked as he petted Silas’s red curls.

“Seven hells,” muttered Elrick. “I am not hearing this.”

“I couldn’t wake you,” whispered Silas. “I tried, Percy. You were sound asleep. I know you knew the material because I quizzed you until the small hours. I should have let you go to sleep. I don’t know why I—”

“Did you pass it?” repeated Percy. “The math is quick to grade. They usually grade it in front of you.”

Silas pulled away from him. Percy got a good look at his face—streaked with tears and white as chalk beneath his freckles. He didn’t quite meet Percy’s eyes. “Hundred percent.”

Well, now we know for sure that anything I can do, you can do better.

“You only got away with it because it’s the last day of tests,” muttered Elrick. “Silas, if they caught you, they might put out a ship-wide mark against your name. You’d never work on an airship again. Hells, they might even arrest you. I’ve never heard of someone doing anything like this.”

Silas swallowed and nodded.

“He got away with it because nobody else could do anything like this,” said Percy. “Deckhands sneaking into static physics exams. Nobody would believe you if you told them! Can I have my ring back, please?”

Silas fumbled it off with embarrassed speed. “I only took it to sign your test—”

“Yes, I figured you weren’t on a shopping spree. But my father really will kill me if I lose it.”

“At least he won’t kill you for failing the exam,” said Elrick with a smirk. “Silas, you might have gotten a few wrong just for the look of the thing. It was Percy’s test.”

Percy rolled his eyes. “Actually, my father will be delighted that I fought a duel and nearly beat someone to death. It’ll be the best holiday ever.”

As they started walking again, Silas said hesitantly, “I thought you didn’t fight duels because you weren’t good at them.”

“Why ever would you think that? I get a fair amount of practice.”

“But you come back black and blue...”

“Yes, my father is better than me.”

Silas winced.

After a moment, Elrick said, “At the beginning of our first year, Silas, Percy fought a duel with a dockworker at the Velvet Owl, and killed him.”

Percy shot Elrick a glare. You didn’t need to tell him that!

“Oh,” said Silas faintly.

“I didn’t mean to,” muttered Percy. “I don’t actually remember much of the fight. I’d been drinking...”

“His opponent was the challenger,” continued Elrick, “and everyone who saw it said it was fair. There were no repercussions. But Percy didn’t sleep well for a while. He hasn’t fought a duel since. This is not...who he’d like to be.”

Percy felt uncomfortable, although he couldn’t have said why. He wished Elrick would stop talking.

“Please don’t do it again because of me,” whispered Silas.

When they got back to the dormitory, Elrick left Silas and Percy in the room and went in search of a healer. Percy felt suddenly awkward again. Their argument from last night returned with crystal clarity, along with the confusing memory of Silas’s breath against his ear, Silas’s shoulder under his head.

Silas spoke quietly. “I know I am terribly lucky to have you as a friend, Percy. I know I wouldn’t be here without you.”

Percy sighed and shut his eyes. “You’d be here, Silas. Somehow. Everyone can see you’re the smartest fellow in any room.”

Silas gave a ragged laugh. “And yet most people don’t like me much.”

“It would help if you didn’t have to win everything every godsdamned time.” Even me. Is that why you got in bed with me last night? You’ve got to win me, too?

Silas made a face. “I wouldn’t have won that duel.” His eyes flicked to his bloody shirt, which Percy was still holding against the wound.

Percy spoke playfully. “Did you forget which side my heart’s on?”

Silas made a face. “He stabbed you in the chest, Percy.”

Percy shrugged. “True. Lots of important things in there. Like lungs.”

Silas met his eyes miserably. “Yes, I forgot.”

Percy smiled.

There was something fragile in Silas’s expression. “Percy, there’s...there’s something I should tell you...”

“Sounds serious.”

Silas turned away. The tip of his tail was twitching—a betrayal of nerves that he rarely showed. 

Percy waited.

At last, Silas turned, gave a pitiful smile, and said, “I heard a rumor that Alver Masonclaw sometimes puts his little cutters into the betting pool.”

Percy felt certain that this was not what Silas had been about to say. But the fragility had vanished. Silas’s tail had stopped twitching.

If it’s important, he’ll tell me later. “Well,” said Percy aloud, “Elrick did think the Pirithous was pleasant. For a floating barge.”

Silas laughed and his eyes crinkled. “Are you still going to teach me to dance?”

Percy grinned helplessly. You’re doing it again. And I guess I’ll just let you. “Of course I am, Silas.”
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Letter of Reference
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Lucius Creevy—Gus to his friends—drew a deep breath. He gathered his courage, squared his shoulders, and knocked on his captain’s door.

“Come in!”

Gus opened the door gingerly, careful to duck as he stepped beneath the lintel. Everything in airships seemed a little too small for him, but he’d gotten used to it over the summer.

The captain’s cabin was modest in spite of being the largest on the ship. The office at the front was just big enough for a desk and two chairs. Captain Ackleby appeared to be writing a letter and he looked up with a hint of impatience. “Yes, Creevy, what is it? Were you not paid properly?”

“Oh, very properly,” said Gus. He’d taken off his cap and now he found that he was crushing it in his large hands. He forced himself to relax. “I just... I was hoping...” Gus felt the perspiration break out on his forehead and mentally berated himself. He was not normally a tongue-tied person, but he’d never found it easy to talk to people he thought of as “posh.” He plunged on, “I was hoping for a letter of reference, sir...to another airship.”

Ackleby’s eyebrows rose. He set down his quill.

Gus leaned forward with frantic animation. “I very much enjoyed working here this summer, sir. I didn’t think I would, but I did. I know airship crews change a lot year to year. You won’t hire until the spring, and I’ll need to take a waterborne berth before then, because I really can’t afford not to work all winter, sir, and I may not be in this port next spring at all, but if I had a letter of reference—”

Ackleby had scooted away a fraction. Gus realized that he was looming over his smaller captain and took a quick step back. Before he could begin apologizing, Ackleby said, “Sit down, please.”

Gus sat.

He noticed a mound of discarded paper in the wastebasket beside the desk, covered with lines of fine script. The pages had not only been crumpled, but shredded. Gus realized, belatedly, that he might not have chosen the best time to make his appeal.

Ackleby sprinkled sand across his current effort to dry the ink, shook it off into a bowl, and placed the sheet in a desk drawer. Gus glimpsed the name “Percy” at the top in phonetic characters.

Ackleby pinched the bridge of his nose as though fighting a headache. He was a lowland grishnard—at least that’s what he told people—with a wiry build, pale skin, and innumerable freckles. His strawberry blond hair was forever coming out of its tie. Gus was twenty years old, and he did not think Ackleby could be more than a few years older. Everyone said the captain was brilliant, and he must be to have an airship so young. 

He wasn’t wealthy, either—not like most airship captains. Rumor had it, he’d won the Scarlet Albatross in a game of cards, and this had been his first shipping season with her. Ackleby had come up from the lower deck, and it was clear that he’d performed every task on the ship. He knew exactly when sailors were shirking and when they were working hard, but he wasn’t afraid to roll up his sleeves and work with them. He dressed in plain clothes more often than not, and most people glancing at the deck would have mistaken him for a common sailor.

His crew knew better, though. In spite of his willingness to work along with the others, Ackleby was not a friendly captain. As far as Gus could tell, his handful of officers—hired recently and only for the season—didn’t know him much better than the lower deck.

Ackleby did have some friends among the other airship captains, and he occasionally invited them to dine when he met them in port. However, apart from this, he took his meals alone. He had no wife, no family, and he seemed absolutely austere and chaste. No women, no parties, no duels, just genteel visits to high-class clubs and the occasional indulgence in poppy, which he smoked in the keelhead basket, never in his cabin, and never where others could see.

Gus admired him, but didn’t know how to talk to people who were either posh or chaste. They made him exceedingly nervous.

The way Ackleby was looking at him now didn’t ease his anxiety. “I’ll give you a letter of reference, yes. However, I’ll also do you the kindness of telling you what it will say. This is your first voyage aboard an airship, correct?”

Gus nodded. “I’ve been at sea since I was thirteen, sir, but this is my first shipping season aboard an airship.”

“Partial season,” corrected Ackleby. “You came aboard at Periwinkle Bay in rather dubious circumstances.”

Gus winced. He had hoped that a summer’s worth of good sailing would put that incident out of Ackleby’s mind. “I can explain, sir.”

Ackleby held up his hand. “Please don’t. Here’s the thing, Creevy. I can’t fault your sailwork. You don’t know much about airships, and you’d be lost if you had to do anything with the gears, but you are an excellent sailor. You conducted yourself well in that blow off Cape Blackwater. You probably saved Theodore’s life.”

Gus swelled with the compliments. “Thank you, sir. I—”

“So, I have nothing but praise for your abilities as a plain sailor,” continued Ackleby. “However, I cannot say the same of your character.”

The warm flush vanished. “My character, sir?”

Ackleby glared at him. “Did you think I didn’t know you had a girl hidden among the cargo boxes between Ocelot Key and Port Meers?”

Gus blanched. He had not known. He was surprised that Ackleby had not spoken about it earlier. “I— I—”

“You may think,” hissed Ackleby, “that because I am young, I am soft or naive, but I assure you, this is not the case.”

“I never thought that, sir,” stammered Gus. 

“In addition to the girl, I believe you have been smuggling cocoa pods in your trunk for resale, which is an import violation on some islands and certainly should have been presented to me for approval. I will not have my ship turned into a floating brothel, and I will not risk crippling import fines. You clearly have a problem with women and with smuggling. This is why I would not personally rehire you. Any letter of reference I write will say as much.”

Gus could feel his ears drooping. His fragile dream of improving his station in life disintegrated. “Yes, sir,” he muttered.

Ackleby was already fishing in the drawer for his unfinished letter. “If there is nothing else, I’ll bid you a good day. As I said earlier, I know you are an excellent sailor, and I’m sure you’ll have no difficulty finding a waterborne berth. Airships, however, are in a position to be selective. They take into account character as well as skill.”

Gus’s disappointment was beginning to congeal into anger. He rose stiffly, gave a nod, and left the cabin without speaking. A lecture on my character...from a captain who won his ship at a betting table, gambles every chance he gets, and smokes himself insensible with poppy every third night. 

So he knew about the cocoa? Well, I bet I know how, and it makes him twice the liar. A problem with women? He could use a problem! Self-righteous little ponce with a stick up his arse; I’ve never seen anyone who needed a girl so badly in my life! Or a boy. Whatever. Gus prided himself on his ability to quickly identify a person’s sexual tastes, but Ackleby was a cipher. He probably doesn’t even like other people. Just poppy and his own company. Who’d want to sail under a captain like that?

The disappointment crept in again and threatened to overwhelm his anger...because Gus really had wanted to. He’d scraped together a pretty good life for himself as a waterborne sailor, considering he’d left home at thirteen without a cowry in his pocket. True, he wasn’t very good at hanging on to his money, but a ship’s berth and ship’s rations had seen him through many an awkward morning-after. 

I was perfectly happy on waterborne ships before this, Gus reminded himself as he worked his way along the catwalk towards his hammock and locker in the forecastle. I was perfectly happy there, and I will be again. One summer on an airship does not an airship sailor make. Well, that shouldn’t surprise me.

Before this summer, Gus would never have thought of applying to an airship on purpose. Airships were for the elite. Even their ordinary deckhands often came from rarified backgrounds. Ackleby was right. Airship captains could afford to be picky, and there were always more applicants than berths.

Except...Gus sensed that this hadn’t been the case for Ackleby in his first season. Gus had leapt aboard the Scarlet Albatross at Periwinkle Bay in a split-second decision when she was in the act of casting off. He was being hotly pursued by a very angry, very well-armed grishnard husband at the time, and the best he’d hoped for was that the captain of the airship would send him back to the docks aboard the ship’s pegasus, preferably at some distance from his pursuer.

To his surprise, Ackleby had kept him on as crew. Gus learned later that the pay was low for an airship, although adequate by waterborne standards. He also got the sense that none of the career airship sailors knew quite what to make of Ackleby. They were accustomed to captains from wealthy families, landed lords, or connections to royalty. 

Ackleby was none of these things. He was young and smart and prickly. It was obvious that just beneath his veneer of gentility lurked a foremast sailor who still felt more at home on the lower deck than in an officer’s cabin. He had friends at the airship academy, true, but he hadn’t actually attended. In this, as in so much else, Ackleby appeared to be entirely self-taught. 

“He should have been a hired captain, certainly,” Gus had heard the carpenter mutter, “in ten or twenty years. But never an owner! Winning an airship and maintaining one are two different things. Just because he can do wizardry with the gearbox doesn’t mean he can run a shipping company. Even lords’ sons get themselves into trouble with airships. Expensive trouble. He won’t last two seasons, mark my words.”

Gus had no opinion on these matters. He had been surprised to find that he liked airship sailing—the strange silence without the rush of waves, the great sweep of sky, the ship heeling over, tearing through cloud-fog, bursting onto brilliant vistas of green valleys, soaring peaks, and jewel-like lakes. The Scarlet Albatross was only an inner-island cutter, not intended for big winds over the open sea. They’d skirted Mance this season, sometimes sailing for days over land. 

Gus found it strange and wonderful to sail over land. He had developed a wild fantasy that his chance meeting with the Albatross would provide him with the experience and reference required to get another airship berth, where he might gain even more valuable experience. He had imagined a life of better pay, better quarters, better vittles, less chance of being killed by pirates or mutiny or the sort of altercations that ended with a knife between your ribs on the seedier merchant ships. Gus had never thought of himself as a person who would crave a posh berth, but now that he’d experienced one...

Don’t think about it, Gus ordered himself. He stared gloomily into his locker. It was, as usual, a mess of clothes, personal food items, gifts purchased for various people, grooming supplies, mending materials, disorganized papers, and documents. How did I accumulate so much in one summer?

All around him, other sailors were bundling up their belongings, laughing and talking, preparing to meet families, wives, sweethearts, or just a mug of good ale. Gus had made friends with them, but he wasn’t exactly in the same social class, and he still felt a little awkward. I’ll never see them again anyway...because I’ll never sail on another airship.

He looked around for something to put his belongings in and found no suitable container. Bollocks. Maybe I’ll just leave it all. No, no, that’s stupid.

“Gus!” cried one of his shipmates. “Come to The Wasted Eel with us! You look like you could use a drink.”

Gus looked at him. I should say no and save my money. Instead, he said, “I’d love to!” And after that, I’ll see if Imogen’s home...and alone. He snatched a small, carefully wrapped parcel out of his locker and shoved it into his coat packet. That’ll be one gift delivered. He glanced at the rest of his belongings. I’ll buy a trunk and come back for all this tomorrow morning. The Albatross is moored for the season. If Ackleby tosses my stuff overboard between now and then, oh well. Not that he’s likely to, as he’s so busy with that precious letter.

This decision made, Gus allowed himself to be swept up in the cheerful throng of sailors going ashore. He put thoughts of airships resolutely out of his mind.

*  *  *  *
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GUS WOKE BESIDE A SOFTLY breathing ocelon, feeling relaxed and much more cheerful. He stared at the ceiling for a while, wondering how much money he had left, thinking he should have counted it before he started buying drinks for everyone, but not really concerned. He’d run into some old friends in The Wasted Eel and been reminded of good times aboard other ships. He already had three leads for employment. And not one of them concerned about my character! 

Imogen woke as he tip-toed around getting dressed. “You coming back this evening?” she asked sleepily.

“Probably, love; do you mind?”

She yawned. “No. Just pump some water in the courtyard and carry some wood in before you go.”

Gus did that. He cleaned up her shop a little, too. She ran a tiny teahouse in the front and kept a goat and a few ducks for eggs, milk, and cheese in back. She’d been longing to experiment with the newest craze in hot drinks—cocoa.

Gus brought her an egg and tea, which he set on a stand beside her bed. She sighed. “You have to let me pay you for those pods, Gus.” 

“Aw, no. They hardly cost me anything.” Except maybe an airship, but who cares.

“Yes, but here the import tax makes them ridiculous! Do you know how much you could get on the black market?”

He leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “I wasn’t looking for the highest bidder; I just brought them to a friend.”

She smiled and reached for her tea. “Come back anytime, Gus.”

“I will!”

He’d found an empty grain sack in her pantry. He figured it would hold his accumulated belongings from the Albatross. Gus whistled to himself as he moved through the sleepy morning streets, through fog rising thick off the Caraway River. The walk up to the airship hangars still seemed alien to him, winding past exclusive clubs and wealthy neighborhoods. It’s no wonder I didn’t fit in there.

The Scarlet Albatross was moored in a line of other small cutters among tower platforms. Gus suspected that Ackleby could not afford the more expensive indoor slips in the airship bay. The cargo cage was not on the ground, and so Gus climbed the six flights of steps to the top of the tower. Even on the platform, the fog was thick, so that Gus didn’t see the Albatross’s gangplank until he was almost on top of it. 

Or on top of where it should have been. Gus sucked in a startled breath as he nearly stepped into a wide gap between the platform and the ship. Gods’ blood and scales! It must have been windy up here last night. 

Muttering to himself, Gus jumped the gap. He knew that the two capstan slaves—rented for the season—had been taken away last night. There didn’t seem to be so much as a ship’s boy on watch. When Ackleby said he was paying us all off for the season, he wasn’t joking. I wonder if he even kept the ship’s pegasus.

The Albatross felt strangely lifeless without her crew, ghostly in the fog. The forecastle berths were, of course, deserted, with all of the hammocks stowed and Gus wondered for an anxious moment whether Ackleby might have gotten around to cleaning out his locker after all. But when he opened it, the mess was still there.

As Gus tried to arrange his belongings so that nothing would break or spill in the grain sack, he was surprised to hear a number of discreet thumps on deck. Well, someone’s still around. He was testing the heft of his sack to see if the wine bottle would jostle against the bottle of liniment oil, when the Albatross gave a shudder. Gus felt the unmistakable sensation of rising. What in gods’ great seas?

He hurried along the catwalk and back up the companion ladder, where he all but ran into Ackleby coming across the deck. The captain made a startled noise and jumped back. Fog swirled around them. The ship was rising, no doubt about that. 

“What are you doing here?” hissed Ackleby, so flustered that his tail was visibly bristling.

“I— I—came to get my kit, sir. I didn’t have anything to carry it in last night. I didn’t know— May I ask what you’re doing?”

“No, you may not!” snarled Ackleby. “Gods’ blood, why are you always leaping onto my deck when I’m trying to cast off?!”

Gus stared at him. “Are you taking the ship up alone, sir?”

“I would think that was self-evident!” barked Ackleby.

Gus was aghast. The Albatross was a small airship, but no airship was that small. Trying to sail her solo would be very dangerous indeed. Gus looked at his former captain more closely—paler than usual, rumpled, and wearing the same clothes as yesterday. 

He’s in trouble. Gus had no idea what kind of trouble, but as a person who’d had to run from trouble before, he knew the look.

A gust of wind caught the ship as she rose higher. Ackleby whirled and dashed up the stairs to the quarterdeck. “I really cannot stop and have a conversation with you right now, Master Creevy!”

He really couldn’t. For one person to do all the tasks of casting off and setting a course would require a great deal of running at the very least. Gus glanced at the ship’s rail—at the tower almost invisible in the fog below. Well, I’m here now.

He ran to one of the lockers against the forecastle, shoved his grain sack inside, and then moved to the boom of the ship’s mainsail. She was fore-and-aft rigged, with one mast, a long bowsprit and usually a number of headsails. Gus saw that Ackleby had taken down all but a half-reefed mainsail, which was prudent if he wanted to manage everything alone. He’d have to run between the quarterdeck, though, and the mainsail boom, which would leave him open to all kinds of disasters if something went wrong.

“Where are we sailing, Skipper?”

Ackleby looked up from the ship’s controls—the levers, knobs, and pedals that were still a mystery to Gus. For a moment, Gus thought Ackleby would tell him to go fuck himself. Then he said, in a grating voice, “To Maijha.”

Gus blinked. Maijha is three days away at least...over open water...with winter storms threatening.

At that moment, a griffin swept onto the deck. It was wearing the harness colors of the Airship Bay Authority. “Everything alright up here, Captain? You didn’t file a plan for departure. Would you like assistance retethering?”

“No,” said Ackleby, “but Master Creevy would like a ride back to the ground.”

The griffin looked confused. “Are you—?”

“Actually,” interrupted Gus, “I think I’ve got everything I need after all, so we’re fine—just taking the ship up for a few maneuvers.”

The griffin cocked her head at them. “Well, next time, file a plan of departure. No one else is coming or going this morning, but collisions can happen in this fog. I trust you’re aware that the glass is dropping?”

There was a moment’s awkward silence, during which Ackleby stared at Gus suspiciously. At last, he said to the griffin, “Noted.” He came back down to the main deck as the animal flew away. “This is not how you secure a letter of reference!” he hissed.

“I am not trying to secure a letter of reference,” retorted Gus.

“Then what are you doing?”

“Maijha? Alone? With a storm coming? You’ll die!”

“That is my concern, not yours.”

Gus realized that he was being insubordinate in the extreme. He was, technically, a trespasser, not even legally crew at the moment. Anything else I say will only make everything worse. He clamped his mouth shut. Surely the skipper will change his mind. He’ll take the ship back down just to get rid of me, and then he’ll reconsider the whole thing.

Another gust of wind caught them, harder this time. Soft morning sunlight broke over their heads as they rose above the cliffs and the fog. Ackleby threw up his hands. “I cannot—cannot think about this right now.”

“Do you want me to manage the boom, sir?”

“I want you to stay out of my way!” snarled Ackleby. 

Confused and beginning to regret his decision, Gus took himself up to the maintop, where he could at least spot other ships that they might run into. Or perhaps another griffin to take me back to Port Caraway.

Ackleby leveled off above the cliffs, the ship already moving quickly nor’east. The sun came and went through dark billows of cloud, and the ocean was the color of lead. What have I gotten myself into?

Gus couldn’t quite make sense of the way the ship was moving until he remembered the pectoral sails, almost out of sight around the curve of the ship’s belly. The pectoral sails were controlled entirely by gears, powered by the ship’s great springs. They served as adjuncts to the ordinary sails most of the time, and Gus frequently forgot about them. Now, however... Ackleby is using them to sail the ship. I didn’t know he could do that.

Feeling fascinated and a little foolish, Gus watched. Ackleby had left the scrap of mainsail in a fairly neutral position, and he wasn’t moving the boom at all. Instead, he was operating the ship’s controls and running down occasionally to wind the springs on the capstan treadmill—a task ordinarily consigned to slaves. With such heavy use, the springs needed to be wound frequently. He should have let me do that, at least, thought Gus, but he didn’t dare come down to mention it.

Ackleby couldn’t see the sails he was operating at all. Gus could only imagine the calculations he must be making in his head to use them this way. Well...I guess I’m going to Maijha. Gods, I hope he doesn’t have me arrested when we arrive. Gus suspected that the only reason Ackleby had not had him forcibly removed earlier was the captain’s desire to sneak away without calling attention to himself. What is he running from?

They sailed on, high and fast. The Albatross had an open hull below her first two decks with just a scaffolding to contain her air bladders. Gus knew that one of the dangers of sailing between islands in such a ship was that big winds might dislodge an airbladder, especially if the ship was heeled hard over. But I suppose Ackleby knows what he’s doing. He certainly doesn’t seem to need help. I wonder whether there’s anything for lunch? 

Gus searched the sky, but saw not a glimpse of another ship, a griffin, or even a pegasus. He was beginning to feel the effects of a late night and an early morning. He waited for Ackleby to give him an order or just acknowledge his presence, but Ackleby didn’t so much as glance up. After a while, Gus sank down in the lookout basket and rested his head against the side. Poor Imogen is going to wonder what happened to me.

*  *  *  *
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GUS OPENED HIS EYES as the first fat droplets hit his face. He stood up in the steeply tilting basket, shaking his head in the stinging deluge of wind-driven rain. Squall. It had come up fast and hit hard, as these fall storms often did. The time couldn’t be much past noon, but the world looked gray. They were sailing between towering columns of cloud. As Gus watched, lightning leapt between them, frighteningly close. The ship was heeled farther over than Gus had ever seen her. Fuck.

He looked down. No sign of Ackleby on deck. Fuck, fuck, fuck! Gus descended as quickly as he dared in the high winds. By the time he reached the deck, Ackleby had reappeared from below. He spoke without preamble, shouting to be heard over the wind, “I’ve dropped a parachute drag!”

“Is that a sea anchor?” asked Gus.

He half-expected Ackleby to chastise him for not knowing the equivalent on an airship, but Ackleby only nodded. “We need to set before the wind; if it gets any worse, this tack will capsize her! I need you to help me manage the boom.”

“Aye-aye, Skipper.” The task was harder than it should have been because of the steep angle of the deck, but soon they had the mainsail square to the wind, and Ackleby did the same with the pectoral sails. The sea anchor—or parachute drag—slowed them down and kept them running in more or less a straight line. 

But it didn’t last. The wind kept changing directions, sometimes dumping masses of water onto the deck, other times almost clearing, but always with capricious, savage gusts. They had to move the boom again and again in order to stay squarely before it. 

At some point, Ackleby shoved a biscuit and cheese into Gus’s hands. Gus devoured it in a few bites. “There’s water in a cask lashed to the quarterdeck,” bawled Ackleby in his ear.

Gus’s world narrowed to an endless round of wrestling and re-lashing the boom and winding the ship’s springs on the wet treadmill. He stowed his boots at some point, and his coat, which was not meant for rain and had become sodden and cold. He stopped worrying about leaving claw marks on the deck. He stopped wondering whether Ackleby was going to have him arrested.

By the time it began to hail, they’d fallen into a rhythm and were hardly running into each other anymore. The sky had turned the color of a bruise. By the time it began raining squid, Gus forgot himself enough to growl, “Oh, for fuck’s sake!”

Ackleby had just unlashed the boom for yet another change of tack, when the wind veered violently and jerked the wooden beam out of his hands. The ship gave a wrenching yaw and the boom made a dangerous, wild swing across the deck. Gus left the treadmill to help, but before he could reach it, the boom swung back the way it had come. Ackleby tried to catch it, but he wasn’t big or heavy enough. The boom smacked him right over the side of the ship.

Gus’s heart leapt into his mouth. The mainsail, now entirely over the side, pushed them in a wild spin that nearly knocked him off his feet. I’m going to die, I’m going to die, I’m going to die!

Gus forced the nausea and panic down. He ran to the side of the ship, where he saw, incredibly, his captain still clinging to the boom. Ackleby dangled over the ocean in the driving rain, trying to claw his way to safety, with the airship spinning rapidly out of control. 

To his immense relief, Gus also saw a rope that he could reach still lashed to the boom. He clapped on and heaved hand-over-hand with all of his considerable strength. The boom swung slowly inward. As it approached, the ship’s spinning diminished. Nevertheless, Gus thought that Ackleby would fall before he reached the side. The captain’s face looked bone-white under his freckles. When he cleared the side of the ship, he let go immediately, tried to stand, staggered, and dropped to all fours.

Gus couldn’t help him without letting go of the boom. By the time he’d secured it, Ackleby was already limping up to the helm. They were still spinning lazily, but the captain soon put a stop to that.

Gus moved towards the quarterdeck. “Skipper?”

“I saw an island up ahead; we’re going to anchor.” Ackleby was breathing in ragged gasps, his hands skittering over the controls.

Gus felt his ears pop as the ship started to descend. He thought he should say something else, but he didn’t know what. 

“I need the springs wound, Master Creevy!” barked Ackleby.

Gus gave up. “Of course, Skipper.”

The squall had already blown itself out, although the rain grew even thicker as they descended beneath the blanket of cloud. The day became darker, and Gus saw that the tiny squid were glowing. “We’ll moor her head and stern!” called Ackleby. “Wait for my signal!” They dropped anchor amid a stiff but steady nor’east wind, over a rocky numerary somewhere between Mance and Maijha, from a deck covered in phosphorescent squid.

*  *  *  *
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A QUARTER WATCH LATER, they were sitting in the officers’ mess cabin directly beneath the quarterdeck, with the door to the main deck propped open so that they could keep an eye on the ship. A little rain blew in through the open door, but not much, since the bulkhead was in the lee of the wind. Ackleby poured them both a splash of whiskey, and he produced more cold biscuits and cheese, along with flasks of water. Gus had changed into dry clothes, but his fingers still felt cold and stiff. The whiskey helped.

Ackleby hunched beneath a voluminous blanket on the opposite side of the table, trying to read a chart by the light of a swinging ship’s lantern. His tail kept up a restless twitching behind his chair. At last, he said, “I think we can make port tomorrow.”

Gus brightened. “Really?”

“Yes, the storm blew us in the right direction...more or less. I was planning to moor at Eagle’s Head, but Swallow’s Key is closer now.”

Gus gave an inward sign of relief. I may live after all. 

Ackleby was scowling at his chart, trying to read its tiny lettering in the shifting shadows of the swinging lamp. His tail had gone from twitching to lashing. “Would you hold that still?” he snapped.

Gus stood and obediently caught the lamp. After a moment, he said, “I believe you could almost read on deck in the light of the squid, sir.”

Ackleby gave a strange convulsion. It took Gus a moment to realize he was laughing. Finally, he sat back, put down his instruments, and rubbed his eyes. “Thank you; that will do.”

Gus let go of the lamp and sat back down. He didn’t think he’d ever seen Ackleby laugh. After a moment, he ventured, “Are you alright, then, Skipper? Not hurt?”

Ackleby stared at the deck through the open door. “Bruises, that’s all.” He took a deep breath and winced. “Possibly a cracked rib.”

“Those are painful,” said Gus. Without thinking, he added. “But at least you’ve got poppy.”

Ackleby gave him a sharp look, and Gus wondered if he’d just squandered any good will he might have accumulated. Then Ackleby snorted and leaned back in his chair. “You don’t miss much, do you? Lucius? It is Lucius, right?”

Gus nodded. “Gus to my friends.”

Ackleby quirked a smile. “Am I one of those?”

Gus did not choose to comment.

After a moment, Ackleby said, “I have to be alert. No poppy.”

“Of course, Skipper. I didn’t mean—” Ackleby was looking at him with a mildly curious expression, as though wondering what social blunder he might make next.

Aw, bollocks. “The way you were sailing the ship with just the pectoral sails, sir—that was amazing. I didn’t know anyone could do that. I’m sure you would have been fine if not for the storm.”

Ackleby’s eyes shifted away from him. “If you hadn’t stayed, I’m sure I would be dead.”

Gus shrugged. “The boom was a freak accident, sir. I think we were in a waterspout for a moment. They can suck up fish and animals. That’s why it rained squid. That’s why we were spinning so hard.”

Ackleby cocked his head. “Waterspout? Have you been in one before?”

“Once,” said Gus. “I’ve seen them several times, and I’ve talked to sailors who’ve been in them. We had a rain of fish sailing between Maijha and the Lawless Lands on the Nymph. They’re mostly in winter, though; you don’t get them when airships sail.” 

Ackleby considered this.

“Winds inside a waterspout can pull freakishly hard, sir,” continued Gus. “I doubt anybody could have held onto that boom.”

“Well, you certainly held onto it when you pulled me back in.” Ackleby shut his eyes wearily. “You’ll get your reference, Creevy. You can stop...trying to make me feel better.”

“I’m not!” said Gus. “Well, I am, but I’m not...” He gave up. “Thank you, sir. Thank you very much. And I still say that you really could have flown the ship to Maijha by yourself without the storm. I doubt most other airship captains could do it. I don’t have much experience with airships, sir, which you know very well, but that’s what I think.”

Ackleby smiled without opening his eyes. “My name is Silas.”

It’ll rain more than squid before I call you that to your face. Gus gathered his courage and asked. “If you knew about the girl—about Mia—why didn’t you say something to me earlier, sir?”

“I couldn’t afford to,” murmured Ackleby. “I’ve had a hard time attracting airship crew because...well, for reasons you’ve probably heard. You turned out to be the best sailor on my deck, in spite of your inexperience with airships. If I acknowledged the girl, I had to put you off the ship. It’s not the sort of infraction that is tolerated aboard airships. Weight limits are vital. If I acknowledged the girl and didn’t put you off the ship, I’d run the risk of more of the same behavior from the entire crew. I couldn’t afford that, either.”

Gus scratched his head. “I...I didn’t really think of any of that, sir. I didn’t think it would hurt anybody. I didn’t realize the weight... I won’t do it again.” After a moment, he added, “She really needed to get off Ocelot Key. She’d thank you if she could.”

Ackleby snorted. “Were you not involved with her, then?”

“Oh, sure,” said Gus, “but that’s not why I hid her.”

Ackleby cocked an eyebrow at him. “Whose wife was it anyway? When you first came aboard?”

Gus fidgeted. “My bosun’s.”

That brought a bark of laughter. “Creevy... Gus. You really do have a problem with women.”

“He was hitting her!” said Gus defensively. “I gave her money to get away.”

“And were you not sleeping with her?”

“Yes, but that’s not why.”

Ackleby smirked—another new expression. It made him look even younger.

Well, I’m not the only one here who hides things. “May I ask what you’re running from, Skipper?”

Ackleby grew instantly quiet. For a long moment, Gus thought he wouldn’t answer. Outside, thunder rumbled in the distance, but Gus thought the rain was slackening. At last, Ackleby said, “I’m good at cards.”

Gus nodded.

“I’ve been playing a lot of high stakes games recently, trying to outfit this ship. When you win that much money...it makes people angry.”

Gus nodded. “It’s nothing to do with your species, then?”

Ackleby went absolutely still. Even his tail stopped twitching. 

Gus hurried on. “Because if that’s what it is...I know some people who could help. I’m not trying to be impertinent, Skipper, but I’ve had occasion to know a few leons. It’s a cruel shame, what they have to go through sometimes to have the same things as grishnards. Things like airships.”

Ackleby was staring at him with an expression that could have liquefied plate steel. Gus didn’t know what to do, so he stood up. “I should probably take a round on deck, maybe shovel up some of those squid—”

“Sit—down,” grated Ackleby. “How did you...? How...?”

Gus sat gingerly, wishing he’d never brought it up. “Because I’ve known a few leons, sir. My mother was a whore, and the girls talk about...things. I’ve also worked with a fair number of smugglers, and there are more leons among them for...several reasons.” He swallowed. “And you knew about the cocoa...which takes a better sense of smell than a grishnard’s, but I’d never hold it against you, sir, and if it’s not causing you trouble—”

Ackleby pinched the bridge of his nose. “Stop talking, Creevy. Just...stop talking for a moment.”

Gus subsided, his hands folded in his lap.

At last, Ackleby said, “I had a visit from a couple of blackmailers as soon as we got into port. They wanted an amount of money that I don’t have. They expected me to take out a loan against my ship.” He sucked in a quick breath and glared at Gus. “I would rather die than lose my ship.”

Well, you almost did. “I know, Skipper,” said Gus meekly. After a moment, he ventured, “Who is Percy?”

Ackleby groaned. “Gods’ blood and scales. You could try being a little less observant.”

“Sorry?”

“He’s a friend whom I have hurt and offended. He could help me, but...” Ackleby gave a bitter laugh. “I’m not very good at groveling.”

“You shouldn’t have to grovel, Skipper,” said Gus. “The people I’m talking about are smugglers—part of Culowen Reza’s network. They help a lot of leons keep their identities secret in exchange for one or two favors a year. They pay, too. They don’t expect you to work for free. They just expect discretion.”

Ackleby looked skeptical. “Favors?”

“Small cargoes, sometimes passengers. Not usually anything unreasonable. And Culowen can make the problem go away.” Gus snapped his fingers. “Like that.”

Ackleby’s eyes flicked back and forth. He licked his lips. “I’ll think about it. For now, I hope that removing myself to a different island will resolve the issue.” He hesitated. “Thank you for...what you’ve told me.”

Gus grinned. “Certainly, Skipper. And thank you for the reference. I really do love the airships. It’s grand to sail so fast and so high. Even after getting knocked about in that storm, I think the air smells wonderful up here.”

Ackleby smiled. He started to say something and then didn’t.

Gus rose again. “But it’s going to smell of squid soon unless I shovel some of them off.”

Ackleby stood up as well. “Agreed.”

“Aw, you can take a rest, Skipper; you’ve got a cracked rib.”

“A fact I am reminded of each time I take a breath. But it will not prevent me from shoveling squid.”

*  *  *  *
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IT WAS, IN FACT, EARLY in the morning of the third day by the time they arrived, exhausted, at Swallow’s Key. They were guided into an available winter slip by a griffin from the Port Authority. Gus helped Ackleby moor the ship. Once they were legal, Gus went below deck, found a hammock, and dropped into immediate unconsciousness.

He woke at evening, feeling languid and happy. We didn’t die! And I’m going to have another chance with an airship. But first...a winter berth. He tried to decide whether he should attempt to return to Port Caraway or whether he should look for work in this smaller, less familiar town.

His stomach growled. First things first. Gus was determined to find something other than bread and cheese this evening.

On deck, the sky was tranquil and clear, with a radiant, blushing sunset. Gus found his grain sack still in the forward bulkhead locker. Astonishingly, the wine bottle had not broken. Gus had just finished assembling everything when Ackleby emerged from the officers’ mess cabin, looking brushed and clean in fresh clothes.

“Gus! Come eat; I had real food brought up.”

It was warm duck stew with rice noodles, crunchy greens, and soft boiled eggs. Gus didn’t think he’d ever eaten anything so delicious in his life. Halfway through, he decided to contribute his bottle of wine. Ackleby poured it out in crystal goblets intended for the most elevated guests. They laughed about squid and waterspouts and discussed the utility of storm sails and what repairs might be necessary for the Scarlet Albatross after her first inter-island voyage.

When Gus had finished his food, Ackleby slid an envelope across the table. “There’s your reference,” he said quietly, “and something for your trouble, although I can’t afford to pay you much.”

“You didn’t have to pay me anything, Skipper,” said Gus as he tucked the precious envelope into his coat pocket. “I invited myself along. Thank you very much for the reference and for dinner.” He got to his feet, inclined his head respectfully, and then hefted his grain sack. “I’d better get going, though.”

Ackleby followed him back to the deck, hands thrust in his pockets. “I don’t suppose—” he began. “That is— I thought—”

Gus turned. “What is it, Skipper?”

Ackleby’s eyes focused somewhere over Gus’s left ear. “I could use some help with repairs and remodeling this winter. I want to enclose the hull so that she could safely sail between islands. I’m planning to eventually add another deck, maybe two, and then I think she’ll bear another mast, another airbladder, and... Well, that’s several winters’ worth of plans.” He licked his lips. “I couldn’t afford to pay you right away—room and board, that’s all—and it’s tedious work. But you’d learn all about the gearbox...” His eyes finally focused on Gus’s face. “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in that?”

There was a moment’s silence, during which Ackleby obviously mistook Gus’s astonishment for indifference. “Well, you’ll certainly be an asset to whatever ship you choose and to the next airship you sail on. Good luck—”

“Yes!”

Ackleby stopped.

“Yes, I’d like that very much, Skipper!” 

Ackleby peered at him cautiously. “You heard what I said about the pay, right?”

Gus grinned. “I heard you say you’d teach me about the gearbox.” If you think I don’t know what that kind of education is worth, you’ve mistaken me. 

Ackleby gave a little secret smile.

This is the chance of a lifetime; did you really think I’d say no? Gus spoke in a rush. “Will you teach me how to use the pectoral sails? How to steer?”

Ackleby reached into his coat pocket and Gus saw that he had come prepared. “Can you read, Master Creevy?”

It was Gus’s turn to feel uncertain. “Tolerably.”

“Well, it’s mostly diagrams,” said Ackleby as he placed a small, but alarmingly thick book into Gus’s hands. “Read it cover to cover and meet me on the quarterdeck tomorrow morning.”

Gus stared at the intimidating volume. He’d never been very good with books. Chance of a lifetime. Ackleby was watching him. Gus took a deep breath and cradled the book in both hands. “Aye-aye, Skipper.”
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Bad Blood
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Padmay slunk into the dockside pub with a sense of mingled guilt and relief. She sat down against a wall at the very end of the bar as far as she could get from other patrons, and ordered a drink from a bored looking grishnard kid who didn’t give her a second glance. 

Good. That was good. 

Any port town would surely have hunti passing through from time to time, but this pub was high in the cliffs where the airships moored. Padmay had not felt like walking all the way down to the river at the bottom of the valley just to get a drink.

Not a lot of hunti in the airship crews. Padmay hadn’t worn any of her traditional gold or bone jewelry. She was dressed just like the other sailors in the pub, but her mottled skin and hair were impossible to hide. Hunti were known to be ferocious fighters, and they were rarely attacked in port in spite of the general distaste for their species. 

However, it was also true that hunti traveled in packs. Where you found one, you were likely to find half a dozen. Any friend would have told Padmay not to go into a pub in a strange port alone. And any friend would have made me regret it immediately by airing their grievances.

Padmay took a grateful gulp of her ale. I just need a quarter watch without anyone complaining at me. Or pointing out yet another way in which airships are different from waterborne ships. Or giving me meaningful looks. She took another gulp. Starting with Layjen.

Padmay felt she’d made a mistake with that one, but she’d be damned to the seventh hell if she could figure out how. She was grateful to him; of course she was grateful! Her whole pack would have been in nooses were it not for Layjen. But, as her grandmother would have said, “A cup of water in the desert does not buy a well in the jungle, no matter how kindly given or received.” 

And even if his saving us did create some sort of lasting obligation, we still seem to be speaking two different languages.

Although he was a hunti, Layjen had been raised by grishnards—the royal family of Haplag, no less—and Padmay thought privately that he was more grishnard than Captain Bellwater. Percival Bellwater had his faults—a multitude of them in Padmay’s opinion—but at least he did not try to push his way into pack dynamics. As long as the hunti followed orders and sailed the ship, Bellwater was content. 

Layjen, on the other hand, was trying to keep a foot in both worlds. In addition to going among the grishnard sailors as though he were one of them, Layjen was forever trying to save the captain from himself—dining with him, attending his family gatherings, coming and going from his cabin at all hours. You’d think they were lovers. And wouldn’t that solve so many problems?

Hunti thought of grishnard men as women, so if the captain had taken Layjen into his bed, that would have tied everything up with a bow. Unfortunately, this was not the case. Layjen was an unclaimed male hunti, second in command of the ship according to Bellwater, and this created instant problems for Padmay as the leader of her pack. Of course, she had bedded Layjen. She couldn’t have done anything else and maintained order.

She’d fucked him and claimed him. Problem solved. The grishnards could call the ship’s hierarchy whatever they liked, but from the point of view of the hunti pack, Layjen’s position had been established.

Except he didn’t seem to understand. In fact, Padmay had gotten the bizarre notion that he was becoming jealous of Hosoli and Kurcsh and any other lower ranking male that she took into her hammock. Worse, she’d gotten the impression that he thought he’d laid some sort of claim to her. It was as though he didn’t understand a dominance display when it was right in front of him. Right on top of him, for gods’ sakes!

Does he think that when a woman beds with a man, he owns her? Padmay felt foolish for not seeing this earlier. Maybe the alcohol was helping. Do grishnards think so? Well, it’s the other way around for hunti, you idiot. I own you. Get that straight. I’ve done you the favor of claiming you myself and not letting one of my subordinates do it.

More startling still, Layjen had made it clear that he was interested in fathering children. His arrogance was breathtaking. If any other man had said such a thing to her, Padmay would have put him abruptly and painfully in his place.

Hunti had a great deal of sex, but very little of it was reproductive. The choice of whether to get children with any particular partner lay entirely with the woman, both socially and biologically. Reproductive rape was impossible for hunti. Childbirth through a pseudo-penis was quite dangerous, so it wasn’t a decision that a woman made lightly.

Hunti were well aware that other shelts found them strange, even repulsive, and they rarely mated outside their species. There was no need, as any hunti with a pack had ample opportunities. Hunti used sex to establish social hierarchies, to smooth over disputes, and to strengthen bonds within a pack. Sex as dominance display was common. That did not mean that it wasn’t pleasurable for all parties involved, but any hunti understood what it meant.

Except, apparently, Layjen.

Ursul was already smarting because Layjen had rebuffed her advances. He had a right to do so as the claimed mate of the pack leader, but it was still rude, especially to Padmay’s beta. Layjen could easily say no to the lower ranking women, but the pack beta? And him an outsider? Padmay massaged her temples. I am going to have to have a blunt conversation with him. She wasn’t looking forward to it. 

Because she liked Layjen. He tried so hard, and he was attractive. He did have many of the qualities Padmay looked for in the fathers of her cubs—intelligence, strength, patience, and he was kind insofar as he understood what that meant. He was absurdly proud of having made a connection to his own species across the gulf of his grishnard upbringing. Padmay had a soft spot for him. It’s going to feel like kicking a cub when I have to set him straight.

Ursul... She was a good beta, but she was constantly testing the limits of what Padmay would allow. If she decides to set Layjen in his place herself, there will be trouble. There was always trouble when pack dynamics came into conflict with a ship’s hierarchy aboard a grishnard vessel. If Ursul believes that a hunti man is showing her contempt, she’ll attack him, and Bellwater will interpret that as mutiny, because Layjen is his lieutenant and his friend.

The problem was that hunti who thought like grishnards were so rare. If Layjen had been any other species—hells, if he’d just been female—the trouble would not have existed. But he was a male hunti, and it was impossible for the pack not to see him as a creature bound by their rules.

I can maintain control of this situation, Padmay told herself. As long as Ursul does not sense weakness or indecision. Padmay finished her ale and ordered another.

The alcohol was working. She was beginning to feel a little better. Ursul will be fine. She’s just struggling like everyone else to learn her way around an airship. She takes out her frustration on the lower ranking males, and she tests me. But the work is becoming easier every day. We can do this. It’s better than being hanged as pirates. In a year, we’ll say it’s the best luck we ever had.

Padmay was startled out of her reverie when a big grishnard sat down heavily on the stool beside her. He called out cheerfully to the bartender to order his drink and then turned to Padmay. “Well, I hope you’re having a better day than me, friend, although you certainly don’t look it.”

Padmay was too surprised to respond. Grishnards did not usually speak to unknown hunti unless they were telling them to clear out. She peered at her seatmate out of the corner of her eye. No direct eye contact. Not here. This was not her territory. She was alone. Definitely no direct eye contact. 

The stranger was a big, broad-shouldered mountain grishnard with dark wavy hair and a pleasant face. Padmay thought that other grishnards probably considered him handsome, although it was difficult for her to tell grishnards apart, let alone have an opinion of their relative appearances. She did find things a little easier with mountain grishnards. They were less delicate than their lowland counterparts and physically powerful in a way that Padmay admired. 

The stranger drummed his fingers while waiting for his drink. He continued talking in a cheerfully annoyed tone. “Can I tell you a story? You won’t tell anyone else, I’m sure.” He wasn’t looking directly at Padmay, and she realized that he was doing this on purpose. Because he was aware that hunti considered direct eye contact from strangers either threatening or overly familiar? How refreshingly perceptive from a grishnard.

Padmay surprised herself by saying, “Only if I can tell you one.” Gods, the alcohol must be having an effect. Shut up, Padmay.

The grishnard slapped the bar and cackled. “Deal.” His drink had arrived. He took a gulp and said, “My captain is my best friend. Truly. Dinner every night, cards, books. I think I might be his only friend. I’d get between him and a charging griffin.”

Padmay smirked into her drink. “I sense a ‘but.’”

“But,” continued the stranger, “if I don’t get away from him for a day, I am going to kill him. I swear I’d like to turn him over his desk and spank him right now, and not in a sexy way.”

Padmay nearly choked on her ale. She hadn’t laughed so hard in a while.

“I mean,” continued the stranger, enjoying her amusement, “I’m not saying it couldn’t be sexy. What I’m saying is, he is being an arse, and I’d like to throttle him.”

“Hunti might settle that with a spanking.”

“I know,” said the grishnard. “It is really too bad that he is not a hunti.”

“What did he do?”

“Oh, he got us involved in a bidding war over a cargo that is not worth what we’re going to end up paying for it. We’ll have to do part of the Harcover Run at night, and I know he loves a challenge, but this isn’t even about that. He’s got some private feud with the other captain and he hates to lose! He simply must win every godsdamned thing if it kills him. If it kills us!”

Padmay rolled her eyes. “My captain was also engaged in a bidding war recently. He did not win, but he has consoled himself by taking a troop of actors aboard. Actors, for all love.” She used the phrase, not because it was common among hunti, but because she thought it would make the grishnard laugh, coming from her. She was correct. He had a pleasant laugh.

Padmay continued speculatively. “I’m sure he’s fucking one of them. I don’t know which, nor do I care. They all look the same to me. But I am sure they will all be a tremendous nuisance. Have you ever heard of such a thing aboard ship? Actors!” She drank her ale and listened to the grishnard chuckle.

He held up a hand. “Wait, wait, I can top that. My captain will not simply fuck an actor like any reasonable person. Instead, he has taken up insect collecting.”

Padmay raised one eyebrow. She was looking at him now—not head-on, but with both eyes. He was glancing at her between sentences, matching her degree of eye-contact. He has definitely spent some time around hunti. He could teach Layjen a thing or two. “Insect collecting?” she said aloud.

“Yes, yes, I’m sure you’ve never heard of such a thing. I know I hadn’t. Last yellow month, we anchored on Maijha-184 in the dead of night. Because why? Because there is a green beetle that flies at dawn. He spent a quarter watch down there. My captain, in his shirt sleeves, running around a numerary in the mud with a glass jar. A quarter watch! For three beetles!”

Padmay was laughing so hard she could barely breathe. “Well,” she gasped, “at least as soon as you got into port, I bet you didn’t—”

“Oh, but we did!” said the stranger.

At the same time, each trying to be a little louder, they said, “spend half a day looking for coffee beans!”

Their laughter stopped abruptly. Coffee was a rarified beverage in Wefrivain—a drink favored by the elite, much less common than tea. Ships who went looking for it frequently ran into each other on a recurring basis. Suspicion crept into Padmay’s voice as she said, “What’s your ship?” 

“Scarlet Albatross,” said the grishnard. “Yours?”

Padmay looked directly at him. She did this instinctively, because she’d just realized she was facing an enemy. “The Ray.” Both of them scooted back a fraction. “You’re right about one thing,” spat Padmay, “Silas Ackleby is certainly an arse!”

“Silas?!” snarled the grishnard, suddenly bristling to his tail tip. “He didn’t even start it this time! I swear Percy follows him around bidding on our cargoes just because he knows Silas can’t resist!”

“Good luck with that night run to Harcover,” snapped Padmay. “I hope the downdraft sends you right into the canyon.”

“Fuck you!”

Padmay was dimly aware that they were shouting at each other, that she was too drunk to be doing this, that she was alone, that she should not call attention to herself.

“Hey!”

Padmay looked up to see a new bartender—probably the kid’s father—looking a lot less bored, a lot less friendly. The bar had gotten fuller and noisier since she’d sat down, but not full enough or noisy enough to drown the argument between Padmay and her seatmate. The bartender’s eyes skipped over Padmay’s mottled hands, face, and hair. You couldn’t hide as a hunti, couldn’t pretend to be anything else. “We don’t serve mud skins in here.”

“Well, you did an eighth watch ago,” snapped Padmay. Shut up, shut up, shut up.

“Get out,” growled the bartender. He slapped her bill down on the counter, and Padmay saw, with a sinking feeling, that it was three times what it should have been. She also sensed, more than saw, a couple of hired peace-keepers edging around behind her—grishnards as big as the one from the Albatross. 

Well, this evening is certainly going to take my mind off my troubles. Perhaps permanently.

Padmay put the correct amount of money on the counter and stood up.

The bartender didn’t miss a beat. “That’s not even half your bill, Mud.”

“It is my entire bill,” snapped Padmay. The peace-keepers were right behind her. They were taller. They were bigger. This is going to be ugly.

She forced herself not to look at the grishnard from the Albatross. He’ll have a great story when he gets back to his ship—how he got one of the Rays nearly beaten to death. And all he had to do in order to win was sit there and be a grishnard. 

Padmay couldn’t have paid the bartender’s outrageous bill even if she’d wanted to. She didn’t have that much money in her pockets. She concentrated on what she could see of the peace-keepers out of the corners of her eyes. They’ll drag me outside before they really lay into me. If I elbow the one on the right and break the other one’s nose, I might get to the door first.

“Excuse me.” The grishnard from the Albatross spoke in a carrying, on-deck voice. Padmay finally glanced at him. He was glaring at the bartender. “Do I look like a maiden in distress to you?”

“No, sir,” said the bartender guardedly. “You look like a patron.”

“Are you planning to charge me three times what my drinks are supposed to cost?”

The bartender crossed his arms. “No, sir. You don’t incur a mud skin tax.”

“A mud—skin—tax?” The grishnard repeated the words slowly, as though each one had a different flavor of feces.

The bartender rolled his eyes. “You’re drunk, sir.” He jerked his head at the peace-keepers, and they pinned Padmay’s arms. Too late, Padmay realized she’d become distracted by the grishnard’s display. She’d missed her chance to bolt. She also realized that there were more than two peace-keepers. Three at least, maybe four. They were going to pick her up bodily, carry her outside, and beat her until no one could see her mottled skin past her bruises.

I should go limp. They’ll get bored sooner. She wouldn’t though. Padmay wasn’t a hunti pack leader for nothing. I am going to break a few heads. I am too drunk for this. They may kill me. Ursul and Layjen will just have to sort it out.

She looked up in time to see a fist coming at her. No, not at her. Past her.

The grishnard from the Albatross hit the peace-keeper behind Padmay so hard that he stumbled backwards and fell across a table full of drinks and cards. The party at the table gave a roar of outrage. They began shouting at the bartender, at the peace-keeper, at the grishnard from the Albatross.

Padmay took the opportunity to ram her elbow into one of the goons behind her, following it with a toss of her head that caught another in the face. She felt his teeth tear into her scalp, but as she ducked and spun away, she had the satisfaction of seeing him careen into one of the already angry patrons from the interrupted card game.

Padmay vaulted over a table, knocking drinks everywhere, and reached the door in another bound. She whirled to look back and saw that one of the peace-keepers had tossed her former seatmate down across a table and pulled out a dagger. Oh for fuck’s sake.

Padmay knew she should just run. They won’t hurt him. He’s a grishnard.

He started a bar fight, argued another voice in her head. For you.

Fuck.

Padmay glanced around and saw a broom beside the door. She picked it up and hurled it handle first like a javelin. Padmay was fairly good with javelins. The handle hit the attacking peace-keeper in the face. He reeled back with a screech, and her seatmate shot out from under him. He caught sight of her as he bounded for the door and gave her a dazzling grin. Padmay rolled her eyes. They both hurtled through the entrance, along with every other patron who didn’t want to lose an eyeball or a kidney. 

Padmay didn’t know this port well. When she started to go left, the stranger grabbed her arm, and said, “No, this way.”

They ran for at least four blocks before he stopped and ducked into an alley. They stood there, catching their breaths. The grishnard was laughing as he panted. Padmay was not laughing, but she did feel a little giddy. The grishnard stuck out his hand. “Gus Creevy.”

Padmay looked at him. She looked at his hand, but did not take it. “Padmay.”

“Can I buy you a drink in a better pub, Padmay?”

She said nothing. We compete with the Scarlet Albatross more than any other airship. There’s bad blood between Bellwater and Ackleby. I should walk away.

“Come on,” said Gus gently. “I shouldn’t have started yelling back there. That pub isn’t friendly to non-grishnards; I should have known better. Let me show you a place to get a drink that isn’t run by assholes.” He smiled. “You can complain to me about actors if I can complain to you about beetles. And maybe you can tell me where to find the good coffee, because I have looked and looked.”

Padmay could feel the corners of her mouth tugging up. Fuck it. Bellwater and Ackleby could feud all they liked, and Layjen could go along for the ride. It wasn’t her fight. Padmay shook Gus’s hand. “We found good coffee across the river. Nothing on this side is drinkable according to Bellwater. The actors are worse than ocelot kittens. Where on earth does Ackleby keep all these beetles?”
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Fire from Heaven
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I

Theseus got his front paws over the windowsill above his sleeping pallet. The jaguar cub managed to hook his claws in the plaster, and he struggled to lever the rest of his small body onto the sill. He’d tried every night for the last yellow month—tried until his muscles quivered. This was the first time he’d succeeded.

He stood there for a moment, panting, feeling the cool night air against his fur. Then he turned to the barred window. He thought he was still small enough to squeeze through. He thought...

Theseus pressed his face between the bars. He had to turn his head sideways. Then came his shoulders. His hips stuck for a moment, and he wriggled and fought, clamping his mouth against frustrated growls. He finally pulled himself free and immediately dropped the two stories to the ground. It was a long fall, but Theseus had known he could do it. He’d jumped almost as far during his lessons. Almost.

He hit the earth harder than he’d expected, his body instinctively recoiling through the impact. He collapsed to his belly and lay there, trying to get air into his lungs. He listened for cries of alarm or pursuit, but he heard only his own frantic heartbeat...and then, blessedly, the rush of air into his stunned lungs.

Theseus dragged himself to all four paws and started away through the complex of buildings where he’d lived for the last red month. It did not take him long to reach the tiled courtyard with its fountain and mosaic walls. He’d expected to find guards patrolling this area, and he did not attempt the gate immediately. Instead, he lay down in the shadows to watch. Beyond the walls, he could smell the jungle—tantalizingly close.

Theseus thought he could squeeze through the space at the bottom of the gate. It didn’t look any wider than the bars on his window. He tensed, waiting for the guards to be at their maximum distance from the gate, preparing himself for the sprint, for the wriggling...for the spear if they caught him.

“It’s a double gate,” whispered a voice from above.

Theseus flinched. He did not turn around. He waited for whatever would fall—a spear...or just a hand to take him by the scruff and carry him back to his apartments.

The voice continued, “You could get through the first gate, but the second is halfway around the citadel—a long run with guards after you, possibly archers shooting from the wall. The second gate doesn’t have a gap at the bottom.”

Theseus swallowed. He had been carried into the city in a sealed sedan and his lessons had not yet taken him beyond the wall. A treacherous whisper rose inside him: “You will never see the jungle again, never feel the warmth of your mother’s belly, never play with your siblings, never take a mate, never hunt the great elephant. Instead, you’ll die here in this world of shelts with their clever hands and baffling machines.”

Finally, unwillingly, Theseus looked over his shoulder, up, up at the jager—the jaguar shelt. He was a big, adult male, wearing a hooded cloak. Theseus waited without speaking.

“They’ll be looking for you soon,” continued the jager. “Perhaps they already are. They’ll track you.”

Theseus had no doubt of it. His keepers included not just shelts, but other great cats in service to the jagers. The old lion, particularly, would make short work of Theseus’s scent trail.

“You should come with me,” said the stranger.

Now, at last, Theseus was surprised. He turned all the way around. “Who are you?”

“A servant of the citadel.” Theseus thought he saw the white flash of the jager’s teeth as he smiled in the shadow of his cowl. “As it happens, I’m running away tonight, too.” 

Theseus did not know what to make of this, but at that moment, a bell chimed softly somewhere in the distance. “That will be for you,” said the stranger. “Come, you need to break up your scent trail.” He bent and held out his hand.

Theseus hesitated. The stranger seemed so calm and confident. Odd...for someone about to steal one of Lord Magner’s possessions. Is he insane? Theseus did not like his odds with a crazy person.

Still, he didn’t feel that he had much choice. The lion would be here any moment. So he stepped forward under the stranger’s hand and allowed himself to be picked up. Theseus was still small enough to be carried in arms, although no one had done so since the day he arrived. The stranger did not try to scruff him or restrain his back feet. Theseus could have scratched him badly if he’d wished.

The stranger walked briskly away through the buildings, carrying Theseus as though he weighed no more than a pebble. If he’d been older, Theseus might have wondered how a servant came to have the arms of a javelin-thrower or the light, swift stride of a runner, but Theseus had too little experience with shelts to wonder such things.

When they’d wound their way into a part of town Theseus did not know, the stranger stopped and set him down. He unlocked a door in a plain-looking building. They stepped into a pitch-black room, and the stranger locked the door again behind them. Theseus’s cat eyes caught faint outlines from a window high in the wall. The stranger was unlocking another door—this time in the floor. Theseus was still so new to shelt structures that he didn’t know whether he should be surprised by this. They descended a flight of steps and walked for a while in darkness. 

At one point, the stranger whispered, “We’re under the wall right now.” He sounded so gleeful that Theseus’s spirits lifted. After a while, he asked, “What’s your name?”

“My friends call me Ky,” said the stranger.

“I’m Theseus.”

“Why are you running away, Theseus? Do they mistreat you here?”

“Not...exactly. I just miss the jungle. I miss my mother and brothers and sisters. I think the shelts are going to do something terrible to me.”

Ky said nothing else for the remainder of the walk. At last, they came out in a little barn or cabin. Theseus was not entirely surprised to find a tapir saddled and waiting. The tapir—a beast that looked like the union of an elephant, a boar, and a zebra—gave a little grunt when she saw Theseus. “What is that doing here?”

Theseus bristled. Tapirs were the natural prey of jaguars in the jungle, although at this moment, the massive animal could have kicked him to death without breaking a sweat. The jagers seemed to use the showier zebras more often as mounts.

“Just a traveling companion,” said Ky. He unlocked the door of the cabin and threw it open. Delicious jungle air flooded the room, redolent with the scent of earth and water and night-flowering plants. Theseus’s feet carried him out the door. He stood under the dense foliage with a star-studded sky winking through the leaves and felt alive for the first time in a yellow month.

“Theseus.” Ky spoke from the doorway. Theseus turned back unwillingly. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but we are still well within the grounds of the citadel. This is actually part of a cocoa farm, a long way from the trackless jungle where wild jaguars live. You can easily be hunted and brought back from here.” He swung up into the saddle, and the tapir clomped out of the building, flicking her short, elephant-like trunk at the night air. 

“I am going closer to the jungle,” continued Ky. “You can come with me if you like.”

Again, Theseus hesitated. Ky sounded so unconcerned, as though he did not care whether Theseus came or stayed. Still...Theseus had gotten the impression that jaguar cubs were valuable. Might he sell me to someone else?

But the part about the cocoa farm seemed likely to be true. Cautiously, Theseus approached the looming form of the tapir. Ky patted the creature’s rump behind the saddle. “Oh, you have got to be joking,” rumbled the tapir.

“He won’t scratch,” said Ky with immense confidence. “Will you, Theseus?”

For answer, Theseus gathered himself and leapt lightly up onto the tapir’s broad rump. He did not scratch. Theseus was young to have such excellent control of his claws, and he knew it. He curled up, a little smug, behind the saddle as the tapir started off down a narrow trail. After a while, Theseus thought to ask, “Where are you going, Ky?”

Ky hesitated. When he answered, his voice held a note of amused cynicism that made Theseus think he might be joking, “To grandma’s house.”

II

Theseus woke sometime later. He was a little ashamed to have fallen asleep. Jaguars did not sleep at night. But he’d been with shelts for a red month, and already they were changing him. 

He blinked at the faint reflection of starlight on...water. Theseus sat bolt upright, and the tapir immediately flicked her skin so hard that Theseus nearly fell off. 

“Easy.” Ky reached behind him to rest a hand on Theseus.

“We’re swimming,” whispered Theseus.

“By ‘we’ you mean ‘me’?” asked the tapir.

Most jaguars could swim and even hunt in the water. However, Theseus was small, and the tapir had already swum well out from shore. Theseus saw that they were in a bay of the Inland Sea—calm, clear water.

“Where are we going?” breathed Theseus.

“I told you,” said Ky cheerfully, “to grandma’s house.”

Theseus did not believe him. Off to their right, he could see a harbor, with the massive outlines of ships rocking gently at anchor. Beyond and above them, a fortress perched on the cliff with a winding maze of walls, probably more than double gates. 

Theseus squinted. It was the dark of the moons, and even his cat eyes had difficulty picking out details in the shadow of the cliff where they appeared to be headed. No ships were anchored there. Theseus thought he glimpsed a latticed sea gate—a cave, perhaps, where the fortress received provisions, shut up against intruders. 

He wanted to ask if they were going inside. He wanted to ask all kinds of things, but he did not think Ky would give him true answers. Theseus could not swim back now; it was too far, so he kept quiet.

He was damp with sea foam by the time they reached the latticed gate. “It goes all the way down to the ocean floor,” Ky explained softly as they swam along it. “But there’s a small hole at the bottom right corner. You can see it when the gate is completely raised—nothing a ship could get through. The sea gate is considered unbreachable, so there’s not usually a guard here.”

Theseus shivered. He knew, now, why Ky had ridden a tapir instead of a zebra. No zebra could have swum this far with a rider, and no zebra could do what this tapir was about to attempt. Theseus’s heart was thumping hard inside his chest.

Ky turned in the saddle to look at him. The jager had taken his cloak off, and his dark hair hung wet and curly to his shoulders. His eyes glittered in points of reflected starlight. “You won’t fit through the lattice. You could cling there, however, and perhaps my tapir could pick you up on her way out.”

Pride and fear twisted inside of Theseus. He wondered how long he would have to cling to the lattice above the cold water before the tapir returned. He wondered what would happen if she did not return. There was something else, too—something unfamiliar. Theseus wasn’t sure why he cared whether Ky thought him a coward, but he did. “Jaguars swim.”

Ky hesitated for a heartbeat. Then he said, “So do jagers, but you and I would have a hard time sinking fast enough to get down to the hole before we passed out. Blue here,” he gave the tapir a friendly pat, “can get down there fast enough. We just need to hold on and not lose our nerve. Can you do that?”

Theseus lifted his small chin. “Yes.”

“I can’t have you holding on to her with your claws, though,” said Ky. “I’ll hang onto you.”

Theseus was impressed that Ky trusted him not to panic underwater and rip his face off. He hoped that trust would be well-placed. Theseus crawled into Ky’s lap. The jager got a good grip on him with one hand and on the saddle with the other. “Lots of deep breaths now,” murmured Ky.

For a moment, they forced themselves to pant. Even the tapir, treading water, raised her tiny trunk and snuffled, her massive sides rising and falling beneath them. “Ready?” whispered Ky. 

The tapir—Blue—gave a wet snort.

“Let’s go.”

Blue’s head dipped beneath the surface. Her powerful legs kicked, and they sank. Down, down, down... Theseus kept his eyes open, but the night was so dark that he could see very little apart from the heavy, latticed sea gate rushing past.

Theseus’s lungs began to burn. He had known he might die tonight. He’d accepted that. But he’d never imagined he might drown.

Pressure. Theseus let out an involuntary stream of bubbles, and his ears popped. As though in a dream, he saw the pale sea floor coming into focus. And there. The hole, just as Ky had said, right at the bottom. It was a small hole by the standards of such a gate and inconsequential, resting as it did on the ocean floor when the gate was lowered. 

The tapir stirred up a cloud of pale sand as she touched the bottom, and everything disappeared. Theseus could feel himself spiraling towards panic. He wanted to breathe. He had to get to the surface. He had to. Anything holding him back was intolerable, must be removed, must be shredded.

He flexed his claws and felt Ky give him a shake. The tapir was dancing along the bottom. Theseus dug in with his claws again. He couldn’t help it. He was desperate. 

Ky let go of him. For a moment, Theseus flailed in the water, floating slowly upward. The dust settled a bit, and he saw the hole again below him, saw Ky and the tapir halfway through, struggling a little in the narrow space. 

Theseus had one instant to make a decision. With his last clear thought, he forced the air out of his lungs, causing his body to sink. As his vision began to darken, he swam through the narrow opening and planted his claws in the tapir’s retreating rump. As she surged upwards, he could not help but open his mouth and gasp.

III

Theseus came to his senses, gagging out water and sucking in air. Ky was holding him upside down and squeezing his chest painfully. “I’m alive; you can stop!” Theseus wanted to say, but all he could do was cough.

“I thought we’d lost you for a moment,” said Ky, “although you had a death grip on Blue’s rump.”

The tapir gave an indignant snuffle. They were on a small shelf of stone beside the lapping waves. Theseus looked around for the gate and saw its faint outline against the star-pricked sky across the cavern. “Had to...let out...all my air,” wheezed Theseus. “Couldn’t have...gotten back up...without tapir.”

“I figured,” said Ky. “Good time to use your claws.”

The tapir made a sound of disagreement, but Ky turned to her and continued, “Rest here, my friend, and then take your time swimming out. I wish I could relieve you of the saddle, but I don’t want any evidence of our passage. Be very careful that it doesn’t snag on the gate.”

The tapir flicked her long nose. “The saddle will be nothing after carrying you and that little clawed demon.” She spoke mildly, and Ky reached out to pat her nose. Then he adjusted his pack and strode away along the shelf of rock, towards the dim shadow of a landing area. No one told Theseus what to do, and after an instant’s hesitation, he trotted after Ky.

The jager paused before a steep flight of steps cut into the cave wall. He turned back and murmured to Theseus: “Here is where we cheat a bit.”

“Cheat how?” asked Theseus. In spite of his antipathy towards jagers, he was developing an awe of Ky. Whatever will he do next?

Ky went to the cave wall, and Theseus saw the outline of a low door and some sort of machinery beside it. The door looked broad enough to be used for cargo. “I went to some trouble to get this,” whispered Ky as he produced a key and unlocked the door. Inside, there appeared to be a kind of dumbwaiter. Theseus’s quarters in the citadel had one, but this was huge, obviously intended for carrying supplies off ships. 

Ky adjusted some machinery and then climbed inside. He waited for Theseus to follow, and then reached out to flip a switch. The dumbwaiter began to rise. The cave disappeared as they ascended through a night-black shaft. 

“If we used the stairs, we’d encounter guards,” said Ky. “I could kill them, but why cause a fuss?”

Theseus inched over against Ky’s leg in the darkness. “Are you an assassin?” he ventured.

Ky laughed. “I’d make a good one, wouldn’t I?”

The dumbwaiter slowed and then stopped. Theseus still couldn’t see anything. Ky stepped away from him, and Theseus heard him bumping around. Then a patch of gray not-quite-blackness opened, and they were stepping out of the dumbwaiter into a large pantry.

Ky gave a soft chuckle. “Even better than I expected. Stand guard for a moment while I change clothes.” So Theseus went cautiously to the end of an aisle of dry goods. His stomach rumbled at the complex odors of meats, oils, alcohol, rice, spices, herbs, butter, and cheese. He strained his eyes and ears, but heard nothing except a rat inside one wall.

Ky joined him a moment later, dressed in the sort of elegant tunic and flowing trousers considered stylish among jagers. His pack seemed to have kept everything dry. He’d brushed his hair, and he’d even brought a small towel, which he applied to Theseus. “Can’t have you dripping all over the rugs, little brother.”

Theseus felt strangely pleased to be called “brother” by Ky, although he was careful not to show it. They moved on through the pantry, into the kitchens, where they finally encountered another person—a young servant, dozing beside a banked fire. Ky moved through the room with velvet tread, and Theseus did likewise.

They walked down a long hall, through a splendid dining room, up a flight of steps, past a row of windows opening onto the cool night, and finally into an airy solar in what must have been a corner tower. The windows were large and made of glass. The room was obviously someone’s private sanctuary, with a library in one wall, a desk, and a sitting area before a banked fire. The sitting area had a small table and a beautifully displayed tea set. The rugs were made of dyed wool in rich shades of blue and green. Paintings hung on the walls, depicting scenes that Theseus could not begin to understand.

Ky seemed immensely satisfied. “The last time I was in here,” he murmured, “I was eight years old. They just left me to play while they attended a conference in the Great Hall.” He gave a low chuckle. “I’d read half of the state documents in the desk by the time anyone came for me.”

Theseus did not know what to say to this. He was conscious of being part of something much bigger than himself, of being swept along in Ky’s machinations. Fortunately, Ky didn’t seem to expect any response. He sat down in one of the chairs by the fire—one with its back to both of the room’s doors—and began carefully removing something from his pack.

After a while, Theseus jumped up into one of the nearby chairs. He waited for Ky to correct him, but Ky was wholly occupied with taking apart a metal device and then putting it back together. Theseus curled up and watched. The chair was lushly padded. Although the breeze from the windows was cool, the banked fire still gave off a little warmth. Theseus’s muscles ached from jumping and walking and swimming. 

He watched through heavy eyes as Ky finished his inspection and set the object down across his knees. “Seems dry,” he murmured. “I suppose we’ll see.” Theseus thought he should ask what the object was and why they were here and whether they were likely to leave alive. However, he did not think Ky would answer him. And besides, the chair was very comfortable.

IV

Theseus woke to the sound of a door. His eyes flashed open, but his instincts held him in place. He looked to Ky and saw him still in the chair opposite, sitting very straight with a little smile on his face. He caught Theseus’s gaze and put a finger to his lips.

Someone was shuffling around the room, lighting lamps, but Theseus could not see this person over the backs of the chairs. Voices murmured—not the excited voices of people seeking a fugitive, but the sleepy murmurs of early morning chores. Nevertheless, Theseus caught the clink of metal and the creak of boards under heavy weight. Probably armed guards. Theseus was struck, suddenly, by the fact that he hadn’t seen Ky produce a single weapon—not so much as a dagger. 

The sky outside the windows had begun to lighten, but dawn was still a ways off. A voice spoke from across the room—elderly, but firm, “Just put it over there on the desk. No, I don’t need the entire tea set.”

There was a rustling and squeaking noise from the vicinity of the desk. Theseus tensed. Surely any moment, someone would notice them. Ky sat perfectly still, but his smile had broadened.

“My Lady, the delegation from the Red Citadel is at the gate.”

There was a sound of someone sipping tea. The elderly voice spoke again, “They can wait while I have my breakfast.”

“Shall we at least let them into the inner courtyard, My Lady?”

“No, they can wait outside. The young Lord Magner could use a lesson in patience.”

At this, Ky rose and strolled around the chair. “On the contrary, Grandmother, I am an exceedingly patient person. I’ve waited for you all night.”

Theseus, now desperate with curiosity, stuck his head around the side of his chair. An old jager woman wearing a lavish silk dressing gown was staring at Ky from behind the desk. Her teacup had stopped midway between the saucer and her lips.

Theseus caught a flash of movement near the door. Someone—probably a servant—scurried out, and four guards strode in. They were all big jagers carrying swords.

Ky did not take his eyes off the elderly female. “You have expressed skepticism about my new weapons,” he continued. “I have come to give you a private demonstration.”

The lady set her cup down slowly and stood. Theseus could not read her expression. “How did you get in here?”

Ky spread his hands. “The grishnards are going to ask themselves the same question.”

She came around the desk, her dressing gown fluttering. It was patterned blue and green on gold-colored silk with a froth of white fur around the collar and cuffs. Her hair was entirely white, the natural spots on her skin no longer visible amid the wrinkles. She looked like a bundle of sticks inside her gown, but she stood very straight. “Kyros Magner, how did you get in here?”

She spoke in a tone usually reserved for misbehaving children, and it took Theseus a long beat to register the words. Kyros Magner...Lord of the Red Citadel. Theseus thought he should have realized it sooner.

“You can see I am unarmed,” continued Ky, “at least by your standards. Pick one of your guards to kill me. I suggest you choose your least favorite.”

The lady, whom Theseus was beginning to suspect was truly his grandmother, gave Ky a hard look. At last, without turning her head, she said, “Ectos, kill him.”

Ky turned, lightning quick now, and stepped back—narrowly avoiding a thrust from one of the guards. Ectos was big, but not at all slow or awkward, and he couldn’t have been much older than Ky. He had a deadly gleam in his eyes as he brought his sword around in an arc that would have cut Ky in half, except...there was a loud sound. It startled Theseus and hurt his ears, so that he didn’t quite follow what happened next.

Suddenly, Ectos was on his knees, clutching his belly. He began to scream. It didn’t last long, though, because Ky took one step forward and placed the metal device to the guard’s forehead. Theseus saw clearly that Ectos’s head exploded just as the device made another loud sound.

For a moment, nobody moved. Then Ky turned to his grandmother and said, apologetically, “I do hope he wasn’t your favorite.”

There was a heartbeat’s pause. Then, to Theseus’s further astonishment, the old jager woman gave a long chuckle that ended in a cough and brought points of color into her cheeks. “No, he was a troublemaker and too fond of drink, but I did like that rug!”

“I’ll bring you a new one,” said Ky with a pointy-toothed grin, “made of griffin pelts.”

Grandma Magner cackled. Her whole posture relaxed and she seemed almost jovial as she shouted to the servants in the hall. “Well, don’t hang back there! Clean up this mess! And bring my grandson some breakfast.” In a more conversational voice, she added, “Is that little beast something you brought with you? Or just vermin that’s gotten indoors?”

“He’s a jaguar cub,” said Ky easily. “And yes he came with me.”

“Oh.” Lady Magner eyed Theseus briefly as she came around the chair. Theseus tried not to cower. “I thought it was an ocelot. Bit young to be breaking into citadels.”

“He’s precocious,” purred Ky, and Theseus felt absurdly gratified.

The lady took no more notice of Theseus as she sat down and steepled her hands. “So you’ve perfected the little guns.”

Ky shrugged as he sat down opposite. “Not perfected. But the little ones won’t win battles against griffins and wyverns. It’s the big guns that will make the difference, and I do feel I can claim to have perfected those. They’re much more accurate now, and we shoot scattershot that would rip even a wyvern to pieces. You should come to some of our demonstrations on the water.”

“A lady has no business on ships at my age,” she muttered. “Demonstrations in my solar will have to do.”

Ky smiled, but said nothing. The servants had arrived with food and tea. They even produced a little plate of finely sliced meats for Theseus, which he devoured with pleasure. 

“Your father loved those guns,” continued the lady after a moment. “And we both know what happened to him.”

“Are you trying to save me from myself, Grandmother?” asked Ky. It seemed to Theseus like a strange question, since she’d just ordered a guard to kill him.

Grandma Magner sipped her tea and said nothing.

“My father and grandfather used the guns to conquer tapirs,” said Ky. “I feel that this was...misplaced. I want to do something far more important. I want to take back Wefrivain. I want to go home.”

The lady sniffed. “It wasn’t your home. Or mine, either.”

Ky sampled a date cake. “It was our greatest defeat...and when I ask for omens, I see those islands in the flames, Grandmother.”

“You see what you want to see,” she murmured.

“Do you think the dragons will not come here?” he countered. “When our people arrived, these were uncivilized shores, but we have cultivated them, made them rich, tamed the tapirs and the hunti. The dragons are rapacious. They will see what we have made and come for it eventually, just as they came for Wefrivain.”

“And will your guns not work to stop them then?” asked Lady Magner.

Ky all but sneered. “Wait to be attacked? Adopt a defensive posture? Surely I did not just hear Leticia Magner suggest such a thing.”

She sighed. “It is not our way...but neither is sailing over half the world to attack distant islands. If you want to extend your father’s empire, attack the zeds! Push through the continent towards Wefrivain—”

Ky waived his hand. “Wefrivain would see us coming. Also, it would take a decade to fight my way across the continent. Wefrivain is ripe for conquest now. The dragons have lost some of their control. My sources in the islands tell me that those kingdoms are unstable as never before. This is our time to act—to drive the wyverns away forever, subdue the grishnards, and secure an empire that stretches from the Sunkissed Isles to the Inland Sea.”

Lady Magner watched him with her head on one side. “And you think you’re the one to do all that?”

“I am the only one who could,” said Ky in a tone so matter-of-fact that it didn’t even sound like bragging. “Support me at the council meeting, Grandmother. All I ask is that the citadels allow me to arm their ships with guns and train their people. This is not an act of aggression. It is an act of trust.”

“I am aware of that,” she murmured. “If it goes wrong, we’ll be at each other’s throats with something far more deadly than swords.”

“I have faith, Grandmother.”

She quirked a smile. “Faith in yourself?”

“Would you rather I had faith in our unity?”

Another cackle. “Oh, Ky. You are very like your father.”

He said nothing and waited. 

“How did you get in here?” she muttered. 

He grinned, but still did not speak.

“Your eldest cousin could have done it, but not without leaving a trail of bodies. I assume that I will not find a trail of bodies?”

“Just the one on the rug,” said Ky.

When it became clear that he would add nothing further, she said, “I will support you in council. I trust you will not make a fool of me.”

Ky rose, took her wrinkled hand, and kissed it. “I couldn’t if I tried, Grandmother.”

Theseus watched them in fascination. Ky has charmed even her.

“Shall I see myself out?” he continued.

“Why not?” she snapped, returning to her former tone. “You saw yourself in!”

Theseus followed Ky through the winding hallways of the citadel’s keep. They passed a number of guards, but nobody challenged them, and several inclined their heads respectfully. When they reached the courtyard, the delegation from the Red Citadel was just being let in. They stared at Ky in confusion as he approached.

“Well, that was a fruitful meeting,” he said cheerfully. “We have the support of the White Citadel, my friends. Time to go home.”

“But...” stammered the captain, glancing over his shoulder at the coach. “My Lord...”

“Darius!” called Ky. “Did you have an exciting ride from my palace?”

Another jager stuck his head out of the coach. “Utterly uninteresting, My Lord.”

The captain, who seemed unaware that he’d been escorting anyone other than Lord Magner, looked a little put out, but the soldiers behind him were all grinning and winking. Theseus heard them whisper as he passed: 

“Lord Magner surprised the old lady at her breakfast!” 

“Lord Magner walks through walls when he wants to.”

“Bet she never saw that coming!” 

“Bet she thought she’d make us wait half the morning!”

Ky climbed up into the coach. Theseus wasn’t sure what to do, but then he saw the coach door deliberately still open. He jumped in.

The other jager, about the same age as Ky, said, “Sounds like you clipped the old lady’s claws.”

Ky sank onto the bench opposite. For the first time since they’d met, Theseus saw Ky’s posture completely relax. He rested his head against the wall and closed his eyes. “I don’t know about clipped. But she’ll back me in the council meeting.”

“That’s one battle fought and won,” said Darius.

“One battle,” agreed Ky.

“Do you want me to ride out and look for that tapir?”

Ky smiled without opening his eyes. “You don’t have to do that.”

“But you’d feel better if I did.”

“Yes.”

Darius knocked on the coachbox. The wheels slowed, and he stepped out into the chilly dawn. The door closed again, and the coach recommenced its gentle rocking. Theseus thought that Ky might want to sleep, and, indeed, he seemed to drift off for a moment. But then he roused himself, reached up, and pushed back the wooden panel on one of the coach windows. Chilly air and soft, pre-dawn light flooded the plush interior. Ky yawned. “This is probably not the best place for me to go to sleep.”

It seemed safe enough to Theseus. But he supposed someone like Lord Magner must always be looking over his shoulder. Ky watched the jungle and flashes of dawn sky out the window. He was still holding the gun, but now he laid it on the bench beside him. He turned to Theseus and patted his knee.

Theseus slunk forward. He wondered whether he was about to be reprimanded, beaten, perhaps worse. He eyed the gun nervously. “Are you going to shoot me?”

Theseus had known since he arrived in Lord Magner’s citadel that his future was intimately involved with the guns. He had never seen the little ones until tonight—had not known they existed—but he had seen the big ones fired.

“This one couldn’t fire another shot just now,” said Ky. “I’m surprised it managed two. I thought the powder might have gotten wet.”

Theseus stared at him. “What would you have done if it hadn’t worked?”

Ky shrugged. “Died, I suppose. Or at least looked very foolish. No risk, no reward.”

Theseus swallowed. He remembered how fast the guard had moved, how deadly quick the sword-stroke. He wondered whether he’d been right at the beginning of the evening when he’d thought that Ky might be insane.

Ky pushed the coach door open a crack. They were moving over a bumpy patch of road, going slowly. “Do you still want to run? No one will stop you.” His voice turned a little hard. “I don’t want any cowards in my army.”

Theseus felt his spine stiffen, and he lifted his chin. 

Ky grinned. “You’re not a coward, though.” He shut the door. “Come here.” He patted his knee again.

Theseus came, head and tail down, still half expecting a blow. Ky pressed Theseus’s head gently down onto his leg and stroked his head and back. It felt very much like a mother’s tongue, and it was what Theseus had wanted desperately since he arrived. Jaguar cubs were not ocelot kittens to be coddled, however. Jaguars were tools to be sharpened. They were never petted. Theseus was so startled that he went completely limp, draped across Ky’s lap.

“We don’t usually take jaguar cubs so young,” murmured Ky. “We thought we needed extra time to train you, but maybe we should have waited.”

Theseus said nothing. He was afraid that if he did anything at all, Ky would stop stroking his head.

“You know that jaguars are redeemed, don’t you? Never captured, never bought, never stolen. A shelt child of royal blood was traded in your place. You came highly recommended. I can see why.”

Theseus knew about the child. However, the idea that somewhere a jager child was feeling as homesick as he felt did not ease his suffering. 

“What I need from you is not simple,” continued Ky. “You will have to be clever as well as brave, Theseus. You will have to solve problems, not blindly follow orders.”

Words slipped out of Theseus, perhaps prompted by the petting. “Will it kill me? What you’re training me for?”

“It may. Or it may not. Your death is not guaranteed any more than mine. I can tell you that I don’t expect to live a long life. I do expect to live an important one. I expect to be remembered. I think you will be, too.”

Ky’s hand stopped moving, warm and heavy on Theseus’s back. Theseus raised his eyes to look at him. He knew that when this ride was over, he would return to his apartments and to his lessons, and Kyros Magner would not give him a second glance if they passed in the hall. He knew that. But right at this moment, he had the undivided attention of a ruler who seemed poised to build empires. Theseus wanted to impress him. He wanted to be as brave and clever as Ky seemed to think he was. But he felt only small and overwhelmed.

Ky saw the expression on his face. “They say the gods choose those who will shape history—that some people are touched with fire from heaven. You should have seen the omens the day we redeemed you, Theseus. They chose you for this.”

Theseus wanted to believe that. But he knew deep in his marrow that he was just a jaguar cub, swept up in something bigger. He thought of the unbreachable sea gate, the expression on Lady Magner’s proud face, the gun that had fired twice, wet powder notwithstanding. He watched Ky, framed in the square of light from the window, and thought, I am not the one the gods have chosen. The sky was still just dark enough for Theseus to see a shooting star that flashed suddenly behind Kyros Magner—a streak of brilliance that took Theseus’s breath away and then disappeared. Fire from heaven.
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Glossy swore quietly as the slick umbilical cord between her fingers grew taut. Her patient whimpered as Glossy pressed her hand more firmly against the lower abdomen. The first two infants were already suckling noisily, and the third, cradled in Glossy’s lap, had set up a mewling wail—all good signs—but this placenta worried her. 

Usually, felid placentas slid free easily. When she met this much resistance, Glossy expected trouble. “Belvedere, listen with the cone again, please.”

Obediently, her seven-year-old son scooped the metal listening cone off the dresser and crawled up on the bed beside the exhausted ocelon woman to apply the cone to her abdomen. He listened intently on both sides. “I only hear her heartbeat, Mother.” He looked up, obviously sensing Glossy’s concern. “Do you want to listen?”

Glossy shook her head. Belvedere was a good assistant. He had excellent ears, and he’d been doing this for long enough to know what he was talking about. So no more live babies. Could there be a dead one? A dead twin wedged in the birth canal, preventing this placenta from sliding free?

“Is the third one alright?” croaked her patient.

“He’s fine,” said Glossy. Her practiced tone carried warmth and reassurance, and revealed none of her uncertainty. “His placenta is just taking a little longer to come loose. We’ll be all done in a moment.”

Her patient—a nineteen-year-old named Kira—raised her sweaty head high enough to peer between her legs at Glossy. “Is that common?”

Smarter than she looks. “No,” admitted Glossy. “But it’s nothing I haven’t seen before. Just lie back and let those two nurse. That might help.”

It might, too. Nursing caused the womb to contract. 

“I’m going to put my hand inside,” said Glossy. “If it hurts too much, let me know.”

It certainly hurt. Glossy’s hands were small, even for a foxling, but Kira had already pushed out three babies, and she hissed between clenched teeth as Glossy slid her hand in past the wet, gelatinous mass of the placenta. She continued to exert gentle pressure on the cord with her other hand. No sign of a dead baby. So that’s good. But why won’t it...

Something gave and the placenta made an encouraging amount of progress. Glossy increased the tension by a fraction and... Slurp! She was momentarily blinded by blood. Oh gods oh gods oh gods! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! “Belvedere, the clamp! Now!”

Glossy furiously wiped her face against her upper arm, even as her fingers tried to sort through the slippery mess. The cord had torn. Blood was rushing out of both mother and child between her fingers. Already, the third infant had turned a little gray, and his mouth opened and closed like a landed fish. Fuck!

Then Belvedere’s little hands were in front of her, reaching with the steel clamp a blacksmith had made for Glossy on another island in another life. Glossy had one hand around the baby’s portion of the placenta and was applying pressure to the mother’s vulva with the other. “That’s good, Belvedere. Can you close it right here?” He wouldn’t have been strong enough a year ago, but she was proud to see him successfully wrestle the clamp into a locked position around the umbilical cord. “Good. Now, set it down gently here in my lap with the baby and then get more towels.” 

At the head of the bed, Kira had become suddenly and violently ill. Glossy wasn’t surprised. Blood loss would do that to people. In her hands, the placenta finally slid free, along with another gush of blood. As far as Glossy could tell, the placenta was intact. However, blood continued to pool on the floor between Kira’s spread legs. Far too much blood.

Glossy stood and handed the gasping infant to Belvedere. “Rub him down,” she said softly. “Tie off the cord, but don’t remove the clamp yet.”

The infant would live or he wouldn’t. She could do nothing for him, but she could do something for Kira. Glossy massaged the woman’s belly, feeling the shape of the womb. As she’d suspected, it was not growing tighter and smaller the way it should. The blood continued—a steady pitter-patter on the floor.

Kira stared at Glossy wide-eyed, clutching the first two infants to her chest. “What’s wrong? What happened? I feel so sick and dizzy. Is the other baby—?”

“He’s alright,” said Glossy. “The placenta didn’t come free smoothly. The cord tore, and you both lost some blood. You’re still bleeding. I’m going to give you a powder that will help. I need you to drink it in one shot like whiskey and try very hard to keep it down. Do you understand?”

Kira nodded—obviously clinging to the fact that Glossy had a solution. Glossy was sure that Kira could feel the warm blood seeping through her fur. Glossy got off the bed, doused her hands in the basin of warm water, dried them on a towel, and then went to open her medical bag. The little packets of powder were pre-mixed. She made them herself because she didn’t know any of the local apothecaries well enough to trust them. She poured water from a jug into a shot glass and mixed the powder—ergot, a mold that was deadly in all but the smallest quantities.

Most grishnard midwives would not have approved of what Glossy was doing. They believed it was too dangerous. However, most of them didn’t attend the deliveries of fauns with their big, well-developed babies and sometimes-narrow pelvises. They didn’t attend ocelons and foxlings, either, with their twins and triplets and sometimes even bigger litters. Non-grishnards had more trouble with bleeding.

Glossy brought the shot glass to Kira, who tossed it down in one gulp. She was looking gray and pinched. The first two infants, by contrast, looked pink and content, curled on their mother’s chest. Like all ocelon newborns, their eyes were sealed shut, and they would not be able to hear properly for several weeks yet. They were small enough that Glossy could have easily held one in each hand. 

Glossy brushed the hair out of Kira’s eyes and smiled. “It’ll be alright.” Then she got back up on the bed and continued to massage the woman’s belly. She was relieved when, moments later, she felt the shape of the womb begin to change, growing tighter and smaller. Glossy always thought of the change as an open hand that must now form a fist. That’s right, she thought. Fight. Fight for your babies. Fight for your life.

There was a sudden bumping noise in the hallway outside. Glossy heard raised, angry voices. “It’s alright!” she called, thinking that the family must be anxious. “Everything’s alright. You can come—”

The door banged open. To Glossy’s surprise, the person on the other side was not an ocelon, but a grishnard—his head brushing the low ceiling of the room. Kira’s husband shoved in angrily around him and planted himself between his exposed wife and the stranger. “I said you can wait outside!” he bellowed.

The grishnard looked like a hired guard. He had one hand on a sword hilt, whereas Kira’s husband was unarmed. Glossy shot off the bed to stand between them. “What do you need?” she asked, speaking with deliberate quiet, so that they had to pay attention to hear her.

“My lady requires your services,” said the guard, “at once.” Glossy could see now that he was breathless, not from attacking Kira’s husband, but from running. 

“She is providing services to my wife!” barked the ocelon father, livid with impotent rage.

Glossy could see that he thought a wealthy patron was about to steal his midwife when the lives of his mate and children hung in the balance. A few moments earlier, and that might have been true. “As it happens, I am just finishing here.” She turned to the desperate father and said, “Kira is alright. We just delivered the last baby.” 

Glossy looked across the room to where Belvedere was cradling the third infant. He’d wrapped the child in a towel and had it tucked under his chin. He was talking to it softly. “That one may struggle a bit,” continued Glossy, “but the other two will be fine. There was some bleeding, but it has stopped. I believe your mother and Kira’s sisters can manage things from here. I will come by tomorrow to check on you all.”

“Very good,” said the guard impatiently. “Let’s go.” He reached out to take Glossy’s arm, but she dodged away and went around the room, grabbing her supplies, dousing them in spirits where necessary, and tossing them into her bag. She paused beside Belvedere to have a look at the third infant. It was starting to pink up. Ignoring the guard’s angry grunt behind her, Glossy reached for the baby and, after an infinitesimal pause, Belvedere relinquished it. Some part of Glossy’s brain noted that pause with a pang, but she was mostly focused on the cord. Belvedere had tied it off expertly, and she eased the clamp loose with no trace of renewed bleeding. “Alright, I’m ready.”

As they hurried out of the humble dwelling, past the anxious faces of the ocelon family, Glossy wondered whether the guard might actually have carried her off against her will. He probably would have gotten away with it—a wealthy grishnard merchant family in conflict with poor ocelon field hands over a midwife. Glossy massaged her temples. She hated this sort of thing. I should have told the grishnards I couldn’t help them.

The situation with this particular patient had been strange from the beginning, and she was not looking forward to this birth. The difficult ones never come when you’re feeling your best.

Nevertheless, the cool outdoor air felt wonderfully refreshing after the closeness of the birthing room. They moved down empty streets—quiet in a way that streets only became in the second watch of the night. Hoverton was a modest community on a Maijhan holding just large enough to have inland farms. The town didn’t really have a “bad” section, but the area where the ocelons lived was certainly rougher than the estate where they were headed. 

Glossy found herself glancing over her shoulder. She’d had a feeling the last few days—eyes on her back, the soft fall of footsteps behind her in a crowd, a shadow that moved in the alley beside their boarding house. Don’t be paranoid, she told herself. Living in fear isn’t really living.

Beside her, Belvedere trotted along with the pack of supplies he usually carried. He was keeping up, but she still hated to see him out at this time of night. Better than leaving him home alone, though.

“I found her!” shouted the guard, and Glossy saw two blue and gold pegasus cantering towards them with more grishnards on their backs. “Get her to the lady,” said the guard as one of the pegasus stopped beside them. He attempted to hoist Glossy onto the animal’s back behind one of his colleagues, but she reached out and snatched Belvedere’s hand.

“Not without my son. He is my assistant. He comes with me.”

“He can ride on the other pegasus,” said the guard.

Glossy shook her head and took a step back, Belvedere’s little hand locked in hers. “He rides with me or we walk.” Some part of her brain informed her that her caution was making her seem ridiculous, perhaps even suspicious, but she couldn’t help it. Images of the one time they’d been separated flashed through her head—losing four-year-old Belvedere in a seaside market, searching frantically, finding him hiding in the stairwell in front of their lodging, his story about the stranger who’d taken his hand and tried to lead him away...

The grishnard loomed over Glossy. He was easily twice her height. For a moment, she thought he might try to forcibly put her on the pegasus. You try that, we run. She could feel Belvedere tensing beside her.

Then the rider dismounted. “Just put them both on Shasta.”

As Glossy settled herself on the pegasus behind Belvedere, she heard the guard mutter, “Awfully picky for a foxling. She should be grateful the mistress wants her at all.”

Glossy gritted her teeth. Grateful? In her experience, there were only two reasons a wealthy grishnard lady wanted a foxling midwife. The obvious reason was anticipation of an unusually difficult birth, either because of complications during the pregnancy or because of a family history of such. Lady Elsa Cloudscroft had arrived in Hoverton as the bride of the local land baron a year ago. She had mentioned something about twins in the family, although she’d been vague on the details. Glossy had thought, on one visit, that she could hear an additional heartbeat, but she wasn’t sure.

Grishnards usually had small singletons, and their midwives dealt with only a limited repertoire of problems. If a grishnard woman thought she might have an unusual complication, a foxling or ocelon midwife made sense. There were even progressive towns where grishnards preferred foxling and ocelon midwives.

Perhaps Elsa really does have a family history of twins, thought Glossy. She hoped so. Because the other reason...

The pegasus clattered down on a balcony flaming with torches. A maid was waiting, but she reeled back when Glossy and Belvedere slid off the pegasus. “Madam...” stammered the wide-eyed grishnard girl. “Are you hurt?”

“What?” Glossy peered at her, then down at her dress. Oh, gods. The ocelon umbilical cord had sprayed thick stripes of blood across her dark green smock. The color of the material hid it well, but Glossy realized she probably had blood smeared across her face, too.

“This is just baby blood,” began Glossy and couldn’t stifle a nervous laugh. “I mean, it’s umbilical blood. Your guards snatched me from the delivery of an ocelon patient.”

“Oh!” said the maid. “Well... I...I hope everything was alright. You can step into the washroom and freshen up before going in to her ladyship. Is that Belvedere?”

He was cradling Glossy’s medical bag and tried to wave around it. The grishnard girl smiled. She’d met him on previous visits. Everybody loves Belvedere, thought Glossy dismally. Everyone remembers him.

In the washroom, Glossy stared at herself in the extravagant mirror in the soft lamplight. Belvedere peered around her elbow, suitably impressed. “You look like a griffin took a swipe at you, Mother.”

“I do, don’t I?” Blood had streaked Glossy’s pale fur and hair and even speckled her fluffy tail. Her arms had stripes of blood across them, and she’d wiped it all over her face. A dried droplet was affixed to the tip of her nose. Why didn’t that stupid guard tell me?

She scrubbed at her face and arms in the washbasin, all the while listening for the agonized cries of a woman in labor. She heard no sounds, though, and apart from the balcony where the pegasus had landed, no lights had been lit in the estate house when she flew over. Odd, considering the urgency of the guards. She glanced at Belvedere and wished, for the millionth time, that she felt safe enough to leave him at home.

Glossy stripped off her upper smock and put on a fresh one from her bag. She took a deep breath. “Belvedere...”

“Yes, Momma.” He looked up at her with those startlingly pale blue eyes. His features had lost their baby roundness over the last year, becoming more refined and delicate. Glossy liked to think that Belvedere got his nature entirely from her. His appearance, however... She sighed and brushed his pale hair behind his ears. Belvedere had a single, fox-red stripe running from his left temple. That, at least, was entirely his own.

“We’re going to go in there and do our best,” she told him, “but sometimes things don’t turn out as we could wish.”

He looked puzzled. “I know, Momma.”

“You did really well back there with the clamp.”

He beamed. “That baby will be alright, won’t he?”

“I think so.”

“Will we go back and visit?”

“Yes, tomorrow.”

Belvedere’s eyes dropped and he kicked at the bag. “Can we go back more than once?”

Glossy wasn’t sure what he was really asking, so she just said, “We’ll see.”

In the hall, the maid was waiting patiently to escort them to her lady’s chambers. Again, Glossy noted signs of an oddly sleepy household. No lamps were lit in the halls, and no light shone under the door of the birthing room. One would have thought the lady was asleep.

However, when Glossy entered, her nose told her that things were well under way. Elsa Cloudscroft crouched in the middle of the floor amid a sea of bloody towels, panting. She wore only a loose shift, damp with sweat. Another maid stood nearby, her hands twisted together.

Elsa’s head jerked up at the sound of the door opening, and she tried to smile when she saw Glossy. She was twenty-three—Glossy’s own age—but she looked younger with strands of dark blond hair hanging in her eyes and the muscles of her arms and flanks quivering. Glossy’s heart went out to her in spite of her suspicions.

“My Lady,” she murmured. “You are struggling here in the dark...”

“No lights,” gasped Elsa. “I have...a headache; please.” Her eyes skipped to the maid who’d brought Glossy. “Delana, thank you; you may go.”

So we’re going to do this with only one maid and no lights? Glossy didn’t argue. She crossed the floor, felt Elsa’s forehead. She had the beginnings of a fever. “How long have you been in pain? When did your water break?”

“I woke up in a wet bed,” panted Elsa. “The pains came hard and fast after that. I can’t...can’t remember...”

“It was almost a watch ago,” said the second maid. She looked at Glossy. “We sent for you at once, but you weren’t in your lodging.”

Glossy nodded. “I was at another delivery. Triplets. It was lengthy.” She stopped herself from asking, “Why didn’t you call on the grishnard midwife?” Instead, she said. “I need to examine you. Do you think you can sit on the edge of the bed?”

Elsa was completely dilated. Of course she was. Glossy wanted to ask so many questions, but she clamped her mouth shut. Elsa should have been pushing a quarter watch ago. Even if she didn’t know it, her body did. Her body had been telling her in no uncertain terms. Elsa was not fighting to have a baby. She was fighting not to have a baby...not until Glossy arrived.

And we’ll soon find out why.

“Good news!” said Glossy with forced aplomb. “This is almost over. Push, Elsa.”

Elsa screwed up her face, slid back on her elbows, and heaved. Her whole body trembled, but only the smallest squeak escaped her lips. Glossy had to admire her self-control. The baby crowned almost immediately. “Once more...” murmured Glossy, and the infant shot out into her hands—a perfect little grishnard girl with dark fur and eyes sealed shut. She seemed a little squeezed from remaining too long in the birth canal, a little blue. She was floppy for a moment. But then she took a breath, and then another. The placenta came free, Glossy tied off the cord, and the infant gave a high-pitched mew—the typical cry of newborn grishnards. 

Elsa raised her head, a panicked expression on her face. “Quiet! We have to be quiet!”

Glossy rose to place the infant on her chest. “Babies aren’t quiet, My Lady. They cannot be quiet and live. But look! Look at your beautiful daughter!”

Elsa blinked and seemed to really see the baby for the first time. She brought a shaky hand up to stroke the wet skin and fur, the tiny, questing head. “She’s...normal?” whispered Elsa.

Glossy smiled. “Perfectly normal, My Lady. Are you sure you don’t want to look at her in the light?”

Elsa was trembling violently now. “Yes. Yes, Cinda, a lamp— Oh!” Elsa convulsed as another spasm ran through her. The hand above the baby clamped into a fist. “Oh gods oh gods...”

Glossy glanced quickly between her legs. A second tiny head was crowning. “You were right about twins, My Lady. But never fret; this one’s almost here. One more push...” For the fifth time that night, a tiny life landed in Glossy’s hands.

The maid, Cinda, had lit a lamp—just one—and its light cast strange, dancing shadows over the room. Glossy saw what she’d been dreading. For a moment, the baby did not move. It was even more still than the first. Glossy hoped it would never move. 

But then it took a breath, kicked weakly. It even opened its eyes.

Glossy sighed. She felt very tired.

“What is it?” asked Lady Cloudscroft flatly. She was still breathing in ragged gasps, but the sharp pains had subsided. The first baby was suckling.

“It’s a baby,” said Glossy. What else did you expect? She pulled a towel close around the infant and stood up. She placed the baby in Elsa’s arms, but Elsa recoiled. She turned away as though even that brief glance had been unbearable.

“Take it,” she whispered. Her face was a mask of anguish. “I’ll pay whatever you want. Just...say there was only one.”

“I’m no blackmailer, My Lady,” said Glossy quietly. Indeed, Glossy had a contempt for blackmailers the depth of which Elsa Cloudscroft could not possibly imagine.

Elsa’s eyes were full of tears, and Glossy could not prevent herself from offering the comfort that Elsa surely did not deserve. “Babies like this almost never survive, My Lady. No matter what you do.”

Elsa nodded. She was a liar, but perhaps not a murderer. Her maid—no doubt the most trusted—stood silent and still beside the bed. Glossy noticed that tears were running down her cheeks as well. No one here wants to be a monster.

The baby stirred in its birthing blanket and gave a weak cry. Glossy took it quickly from Elsa.

They all jumped when the bedroom door rattled and a pounding ensued when it proved to be locked. “Elsa!” Lord Cloudscroft’s voice—rough and anxious. “Is everything alright?”

Lady Cloudscroft answered in a surprisingly collected tone, “It’s alright, my love. The baby came suddenly. I’m not presentable yet, but we’re alright.”

The door rattled again. “I don’t care if you’re presentable; I want to see you. Elsa!”

Glossy had turned towards the door with a feeling of panic, along with everyone else in the room. In the moment of her distraction, Belvedere scooped the baby out of her arms. It was not terribly inappropriate or surprising, but Glossy wanted to scream. Belvedere dodged away from her. Glossy could not read the expression on his face. She wondered whether he thought he was protecting it.

First things first. She leaned over Elsa and whispered in her ear. “Does he suspect?”

Elsa shook her damp head. “He’s...protective. But not suspicious.”

In her own mind, Glossy translated, He’s jealous, but he hasn’t identified his competition. Some grishnard husbands would kill over what she’d seen tonight. Glossy had no wish to be the cause of Elsa Cloudscroft’s death.

A new expression of terror flashed across Elsa’s face, and she tightened her grip on the baby at her breast. “Is it... Is it possible that this one...?”

“Babies in the same litter can have more than one father,” said Glossy. “I believe your daughter is entirely grishnard, My Lady.” She patted Elsa’s hand, and the other woman gripped hers briefly. Glossy was struck by the absurdity of it all—how she, a foxling, could be involved in such intimate aspects of grishnard life one moment and become barely tolerated vermin the next.

Focus, Glossy ordered herself. Finish this so you can sleep. Fortunately, she hadn’t needed to unpack many supplies, and there was very little to clean up. The unwanted baby was the hardest part. Belvedere wouldn’t release it, and there wasn’t time to argue as Lord Cloudscroft grew ever angrier in the hall. At last, Glossy stuffed the contents of Belvedere’s pack into her own and let Belvedere carry the baby that way. Fortunately, the infant had only the weakest of cries. Glossy grimaced as she put a blanket into the pack on top of him.

Then she tore the door open and greeted the furious grishnard lord with a beaming smile. Glossy poured on all of her considerable charm as she dragged him into the room by both hands and said, “Congratulations, My Lord, on the birth of your beautiful daughter!” Glossy had a face that few men could easily ignore, especially when she was smiling right at them. Her child-like proportions induced gentleness in most people who were not completely insane. 

Lord Cloudscroft stammered and harrumphed and looked over her head at his wife and baby. Glossy babbled on, “And congratulations on having such a strong, brave wife. The baby came precipitously. It was quite painful for her, but she was magnificent, and your child is doing well. I will let you get to know each other and visit in the morning. Goodnight, My Lord.”

She said the last as she was heading out the door with Belvedere. Behind them, Lady Cloudscroft began talking immediately, drowning out any noises from Belvedere’s pack. Outside, the second maid whisked them back to the balcony, where the pegasus waited to take them straight to their boarding house. Glossy was afraid that Belvedere would ask questions during the flight, but he didn’t. He was nodding off by the time they landed. It’s been a long night for a seven-year-old.

She had to practically drag him up the steps, but he revived once they reached their two-room flat. Of course he wanted to hold the baby. “We’re going to keep him, right? Because Lady Cloudscroft didn’t want him?”

Glossy sighed as she took the infant out of the pack. It had not suffocated as she’d half-hoped, but it certainly didn’t appear well—moving weakly, not crying much. Even Glossy found the creature a little difficult to look at, but Belvedere seemed oblivious to its abnormalities. “Why didn’t she want him, mother?”

Glossy sat on the bed and drew Belvedere down beside her, the baby on her lap between them. Surely, even Belvedere can see that it’s got one paw and one hoof. The hoof was ill-formed because fauns were intended to remain in the womb longer. It was strange to see open eyes on such a tiny baby—faun traits in a panaun-sized infant.

At first glance, Glossy had not guessed what kind of faun Lady Cloudscroft’s lover had been, but a closer inspection in better light revealed a fringe of downy green feathers on the hoofed leg. Glossy noted a few more feathers near the tip of the golden-furred tail. A shavier faun, then, a pegasus shelt. That made sense. Panaun/faun half-breeds were exceedingly rare, but Glossy had heard that grishnard/shavier offspring were slightly more likely, because they were both avian species.

Glossy wondered where the father was, whether he knew how close he’d come to death this evening. She wondered whether their affair had been a brief, passionate regret or whether it was ongoing. Was he some quiet figure in the background of Elsa’s life—a cook, a gardener, a butler, a stable hand? Whatever had happened, it couldn’t be rape. A grishnard lady raped by her slave would never have feared to report it and would have received swift justice. Lady Cloudscroft was protecting the baby’s father as well as herself by employing Glossy to remove the evidence. Glossy supposed she should just be glad that the child was not the sort of half-breed that could have lived.

The infant had numerous abnormalities apart from its mismatched feet—a cleft palate, an extra finger on its right hand, and Glossy wasn’t entirely certain of the sex.

“This baby is half shavier faun and half grishnard,” she tried to explain to Belvedere.

His eyes searched her face. “Like the half ocelon, half foxling baby in Demming?”

So you remember that. He’d been barely five. “Yes,” Glossy said carefully. But that baby had ocelon and foxling parents who were committed to each other and wanted her. Glossy decided to focus on the practicalities. “But do you remember how that baby looked? She had two paws—foxling paws—but spots like an ocelon. Her tail was like a foxling—the whole tail. Everything was the same on both sides of her body. We call that symmetrical. Symmetrical half-breeds usually live.

“This baby, on the other hand, is what we call asymmetrical. He’s got one paw and one hoof, and his fingers and face aren’t quite right. Usually that means that things on the inside aren’t quite right, either. These babies don’t live. In fact, they’re usually stillborn.” This is the first one I’ve seen that took a breath.

Belvedere swallowed and looked down at the baby again. It was sucking on one of his fingers. “But he’s alive now...”

Glossy nodded. Before she could think of something to say, Belvedere continued. “Can we feed him and see? Maybe...” Belvedere swallowed. “Maybe he would live, and then I’d have a brother. I want a brother, Momma.” He wiped his nose on his sleeve. Glossy could tell that exhaustion was making him emotional, but she couldn’t help wanting to cry along with him. “I’d take care of him. I promise. I’ll do all the work. I’ll feed him and change his diaper and I’ll play with him and teach him to read like you taught me and I’ll...I’ll never leave him alone.” He sniffed again. “I’ll be a good brother.” He looked up at her, desperate hope in his blue eyes. “I promise I’ll be a good brother if we can just keep him.”

Glossy wrapped her arms around her son and pulled him half into her lap, along with the baby. She tucked her face against his hair so that he wouldn’t see her cry. “Oh, sweetheart. I know you get lonely for other children. I’ll— I’ll see if I can arrange a few days a month at the school.” Fear twisted inside her at the idea, but she continued. “You won’t be alone forever; I promise.”

Belvedere squirmed. “Can I still feed him and see?”

Stubborn, thought Glossy. He didn’t get that from me. “Alright,” she said against her better judgment.

A short time later, after the malformed infant had been coaxed into sucking a little goat’s milk off the edge of a handkerchief, after Belvedere had dropped into an exhausted sleep, after Glossy had properly bathed and put on a clean housedress, she went out to their tiny balcony with a glass of wine. They were only on the second floor of the building, and the balcony was barely grishnard-height above the street. It did not give much of a view, but Glossy still prized it as a place where she could have a semblance of solitude without leaving Belvedere alone.

She was tired in every sinew. The muscles of her neck and shoulders ached from tension, and yet she knew that if she went to bed now, she would only toss and turn as she fretted over the worst parts of the night. I shouldn’t have let him feed it. Why did I let him feed it? I’m a terrible mother. No matter how hard I try, I’m no better than where I came from.

She took a gulp of the wine. It was reasonably good, but a voice in her head whispered that poppy wine would be better. Poppy wine would make her sleep and give her pleasant dreams and she would be a better mother and make all the right decisions if she just... “No,” Glossy spoke aloud to herself. “You’re tired. You don’t think like this when you’re not tired. Think about something else.”

Chimera. That was what midwives called the sort of baby that Lady Cloudscroft had delivered. An asymmetrical half-breed that could not live and never should have existed. A monster. If Glossy put the creature in spirits, she could sell it to a curiosity collector for a pretty sack of cowries. A year ago, she’d had an unsolicited visit from such a collector, politely inquiring.

Glossy took another gulp of her wine. She was not a blackmailer. She wasn’t even tempted. But the curiosity collector... The idea turned her stomach, but she couldn’t see the harm. Not if the collector didn’t know or care where the baby came from. And if Belvedere never knew. 

The sky in the east was growing lighter. I’ll go to bed at dawn.

In the street below, a shadow detached itself from an alley. Glossy stiffened. A small person—probably a foxling or ocelon—strolled across the street. “Good morning, Mistress Glossy. Business is good, I take it. Nice, steady work for a midwife in Hoverton.” He had a Serinese accent. A sense of cold washed over Glossy, but she forced herself to remain calm.

“Do you need something, sir?”

He grinned up at her, cradling a bundle of papers like a baby. She could see now that he was an ocelon, middle-aged, his spots just visible in the wan light. He’s got the look of a professional tracker, thought Glossy, then tried to repress her paranoia. 

“Oh, I’m just a broadsheet seller,” said the ocelon, “come from Port Candace. I’m guessing you don’t get the latest news here inland.” They didn’t. At least not in broadsheet form. That was one reason Glossy had chosen Hoverton.

“I was thinking I might get a jump on the competition,” continued the ocelon, “with these.” He unrolled the stack of papers and held them up for Glossy—a painted image with a story written neatly beside it. 

The image hit Glossy like a kick in the stomach—a pretty, pale face; silvery hair; white tufted ears; a panoply of brightly colored earrings...and eyes like blue glass. Glossy barely heard the ocelon as he continued. “The Temple Sea Watch took three pirate ships last red month, and one of them had connections to Mancian royalty! All kinds of scandal! And the Admiral being the peacock that he is, couldn’t resist arresting them in their hometown—a foxling parading around prisoners like that and getting away with it...well, it’s a good story.”

Glossy couldn’t breathe.

The ocelon turned the painting around and looked at it critically. “He does seem to get his face on broadsheets, doesn’t he? Hard to resist a face like that. Hard to forget. Blue eyes on a white foxling—not very common, are they?”

Glossy’s hand curled into a fist on the railing. She thought about throwing her wineglass. Maybe it would destroy the wretched broadsheets. “What do you want?” Gods, how I hate blackmailers.

He looked up at her again and smirked. “I just want to sell broadsheets, mistress. I’ve got a dozen here, and I’m guessing I can sell them all over town to taverns and restaurants and shops... They bring in custom. Of course, I’m from dockside, and I would be happy to save myself a day’s footwork. If you were inclined to buy the stack from me and sell them yourself or...do whatever you want with them...I’d be on my way.”

Glossy felt so tired. “How much?”

“Three hundred white cowries.”

“Two hundred.” Even that was triple what the broadsheets were worth in themselves.

“Two seventy-five,” said the ocelon. “I’m sure you’ll find it worth your while.”

“Two fifty. That’s all the money I have in the house.”

The ocelon cocked his head and regarded her carefully. He untied the string around the bundle of broadsheets, extracted one, and dropped the rest on the ground. “I’ll give you those eleven for two fifty. I’m keeping this one. If you decide you want it, you can come see me at the Gilded Herring later today. I’m sure a resourceful midwife like yourself can find the rest of the money by then.”

Glossy wanted to scream. Instead, she went inside, managed to fish her savings out from under the mattress without waking Belvedere, and came back out to the balcony. She dropped a sack of coins into the ocelon’s open hands. “You’d better come down and get those broadsheets,” he called as he walked away. “They’ll blow all over the place. I hope I don’t lose this last one before you find me.”

When he was gone, Glossy tore down the steps, grabbed the stack of broadsheets, and retrieved the two that had already started to blow down the street. She was crying while she worked. Two years. Two quiet years they’d had in Hoverton, building up her business and establishing trust with the community. Finished now. She thought of the fees not yet collected from various families whose children she’d helped into the world. She thought of the follow-up visits she would never attend. She thought of the children Belvedere would never play with.

And she thought of that damned twelfth broadsheet. She weighed the risks of going after it versus keeping the money that she and Belvedere would need to begin their lives anew. Better just to run. One broadsheet probably wouldn’t attract attention. If they were lucky, the right person would never see it or make the connections.

Glossy did not even consider simply paying the blackmailer off and remaining in Hoverton. She’d tried that before. Blackmailers’ demands tended to escalate over time, and meanwhile her savings—her means of escape—would dwindle. If the blackmailer decided he’d gotten all he could from her, he would simply try to steal Belvedere. No. The best thing to do was to pay him and then run. Even if she didn’t come for the last broadsheet, he’d be reasonably content with the money she’d given him...for now. He probably wouldn’t seek her out again until next month, and by then the trail would be cold.

Glossy darted around the flat, throwing things into bags while the broadsheets smoldered in a brazier on the balcony. She had not, of course, given the ocelon all her money. We’ll have enough for passage to another island. After that, I’ll have to sell some things. After that, we can survive on my sewing until I establish my skills as a midwife. Then we’ll be comfortable...for a while. Until they find us again. “No, no, no,” muttered Glossy to herself. “Don’t think like that. You’re tired. You need to sleep.”

Glossy paused beside the little basket where she’d put the baby. She was guiltily relieved to see that it had stopped breathing. Chimera, thought Glossy, stitched together from pieces that don’t quite match. Like us. Like our lives—town to town, island to island, Belvedere, with his father who can’t be named, and me with my past. Glossy shuddered. There were people who would like to add Belvedere to their collections, too.

Glossy had intended to wrap the baby in its birthing blanket and put it gently into the trash, along with the ashes of the broadsheets. But she hesitated. I should put it in spirits. Belvedere doesn’t have to know. The money might keep us alive if something goes wrong.

Glossy bit her lip. Am I a bad person? What if Belvedere finds out? He called it his brother.

She wanted to ask someone—someone older and wiser. But there was only herself and her sleeping child. I’ll think about it, decided Glossy. She soaked a rag in medical spirits, swaddled the dead infant, sealed it in a jar, and placed it in her own pack. After I’ve slept, I’ll decide. She considered lying down for a brief nap beside Belvedere, but she thought they had time to catch the dawn ferry. I’ll sleep on the water.

Glossy touched her son’s shoulder. “Belvedere, sweetheart, we have to go.”
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Ghosts
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I

Marlie has notebooks full of ghosts. If she knew them in life, she draws them in one of their best moments—pins them to a point in time when they were happy or confident or proud. She prefers not to draw them sprawled in their own blood and filth because it feels as though she’s fixing them in their least dignified moment, freezing them permanently in their panic and pain. Sometimes, though, that’s the only way she ever saw them. The moment in her notebook must be authentic in order to count, and even a bad moment is better than no moment at all.

In the four years since she began working for the Maijhan Port Authority, Marlie’s notebooks have come to include many disturbing images of people she never met in life. She has tracked down numerous missing persons, and they are nearly always dead when she finds them. She has come to think of these cases as body hunts. She feels impatient when she listens to Merriweather telling a family how the Port Authority and City Watch will look for their child or mate or parent. We will look for their body, thinks Marlie. Just tell them that.

In the end, if the search is successful, she will add another sprawled or curled or dismembered figure to her notebooks. If the search is not successful, the family will miss the opportunity to properly grieve for their loved one, and Marlie will not be able to pin the ghost to a moment in time where it can rest.

One of her first cases as an official tracker for the Port Authority was like that. It’s also one of the only such cases with a picture in Marlie’s notebook—a drawing that she has meticulously painted, as though adding color will make the ghost sleep more easily. The victim is about twelve in the painting—an ocelon girl only a couple of years younger than Marlie at the time. She is shopping in a seaside market, inspecting ducks with her mother on a windy day. Marlie noticed her because of her eyes, which are a striking sea green. Many ocelons have green eyes, but these are almost blue.

Marlie has been painting portraits for food money and sleeping in an abandoned boathouse, and she notices the other ocelon girl with envy. The girl’s mother and sister are with her. They are well dressed and look fed and clean and normal. Marlie offers to paint them, but they ignore her.

She paints them anyway, because she doesn’t have any customers at the moment, and they are so pretty in their frilly dresses. Two years later, Marlie sees the mother again, along with the father, pale and desperate in Merriweather’s office. The girl’s name is—was—Calista, and she disappeared on a trip to the fishmonger’s. Because it happened on the docks, the situation is considered a problem for the Port Authority, not the City Watch.

In the ensuing search, Marlie is given some of the girl’s clothes to get the scent—those beautiful clothes she had envied. A person’s signature scent is an intimate detail, and Marlie is not yet accustomed to being given such details by strangers. It feels like a violation of the poor girl’s privacy. Also, Marlie has not yet learned that missing people are almost never found alive. She hopes, foolishly, along with the parents. In the end, this particular girl is never found at all.

Other cases wash over this one. Marlie finds missing jewels and money and books and clothes. She finds bodies. Very occasionally, she finds living people or animals. She sketches scenes for case files. She is good at her job, even if she is too young to be doing it, and people call her Merriweather’s pet blood tracker. She has plenty to eat, and her clothes are clean and well-mended. She has not lived in an abandoned boathouse in years.

But every now and then, for reasons she doesn’t understand, she returns to the painting of the girl and her family, adding more color and texture, until the scene looks brighter and more beautiful than it could possibly have looked in life. The girl’s eyes are mesmerizing—the color of a coral sea, and Marlie wonders if she has misremembered. Surely they were never that bright.

And then, one day, she sees them again.

II

“How old is he?” Marlie peered through the little window into the holding cell.

Merriweather pursed his lips. “Sixteen, maybe seventeen? That’s just a guess.”

Marlie glanced up at her boss—a lowland grishnard with mouse-brown hair going gray around the temples and a deceptively average build. Marlie had seen him throw shelts nearly twice his size across a room. He’d had his nose broken a few times, and a scar ran right across the bridge. He was the best person Marlie had ever known. “The kid won’t tell you his age?” she asked.

“So far, not a word.” She thought Merriweather might remark that the ‘kid’ couldn’t be more than a few years younger than Marlie’s nineteen, but he didn’t say it.

Marlie squinted at the skinny ocelon hunched at the table in the room beyond. “Why do you need me?”

“I just want your impressions. I thought maybe he’d talk to you, since you’re an ocelon. If not, maybe you can tell us something by scent.”

“What did you pick him up for?”

“Stowaway,” said Merriweather. “We found him hiding in the hold of a ship chosen for random inspection.”

“Dangerous?”

“If so, he’s hiding it well. We didn’t find so much as a knife on him, and he didn’t put up a fight.”

Marlie nodded. She went to the front office, poured herself a cup of water, poured one for the kid, and went back to the holding cell. He didn’t raise his head when she entered, although his eyes flicked up as she sat down. Marlie paused. 

Sea green. Gods.

His eyes were even more arresting because his skin was almost black. Marlie could see the stripes and spots faintly, like the pattern visible on a black leopard. Marlie had never seen that color variation on a shelt before. The kid’s blue-green eyes flicked down again beneath long, dark lashes. He was beautiful and unusual, no doubt about that.

He’d have no trouble making a living as a whore. Maybe that’s what he’d been doing, but if so, he wasn’t dressed to advertise. His shirt of undyed wool and blue trousers looked plain, but serviceable and well-mended, and he was wearing decent leather boots. He had no piercings that Marlie could see, no visible tattoos. He smelled of soap and not much else. He was thin, but not gaunt. Marlie couldn’t see any bruises, but bruises would be easy to hide on his skin.

She took an exaggerated sip from one of the cups so that he could see it wasn’t drugged and then set it in front of him. “My name’s Marlie. I work with the Maijhan Port Authority. I can see you’ve had a hard time, and I want you to know that we don’t punish people frivolously. We don’t punish people at all if we can avoid it. Why don’t you have some water? Then I’ll get you some food, and you can tell me what you were doing on that ship.”

The boy’s eyes skipped to the cup and then back to his lap. He didn’t speak, didn’t shake or nod his head, and he didn’t touch the water. “My boss is pretty accommodating,” continued Marlie. “You’re not in as much trouble as you think. I know it’s frightening to be picked up by law enforcement, especially when you’re in a strange place with no friends, but we’re not going to hurt you.” After a moment, she added, “Prostitution isn’t illegal in Maijha if that’s worrying you. Stealing rides on ships is illegal, but we understand that sometimes there are difficult circumstances, and you may have felt you had no choice. Just tell us what happened.”

No reaction.

Marlie watched him for a while, but he didn’t meet her gaze. Finally, she reached into her bag, pulled out a notebook, and began to sketch. Some time passed before she saw a shadow on her page. The boy was leaning across to watch. Marlie continued just as if he’d sat for his portrait at the seaside market. He still didn’t say anything, but, after a while, he reached over, took the cup of water, and drank rapidly.

Marlie didn’t raise her head, but her keen ears registered the slightly unusual sound of his swallowing. It was a subtle distinction, but Marlie had heard such things before. That’s one mystery solved.

After finishing the rough sketch, she raised her head and slid the paper and pencil across the table. “Can you write?” she asked gently.

Slowly, the boy shook his head. 

So he’s not deaf.

“Are you hurt at all?” continued Marlie. “Any recent injuries?” He didn’t smell like blood, but Marlie wanted to be sure. 

Again, he shook his head.

She asked the next question, knowing he might lie, but even that would tell her something. “Are you a slave?”

A moment’s hesitation. Then the boy shook his head again.

Marlie sat back. She collected her things and then went out into the hall. She nodded at the guard on the door and went to find Merriweather in his office. “Well, I know why he isn’t talking,” she said after she’d shut the door. “He doesn’t have a tongue.”

Merriweather set down his record book and massaged his temples. “I was afraid of something like that. You don’t think he’s actually deaf, though?”

Marlie shook her head. “You wanted my impressions. Here they are: Someone has certainly hurt him, but not recently. I couldn’t smell any blood. If he’s a whore, I think he belongs to one person. He doesn’t smell like any of the things street prostitutes usually smell like. His clothes are too clean and well-mended for homelessness, and I’ll tell you something else: he’s had a bath recently.”

Merriweather twirled his quill pen. “The ship’s captain seemed uninterested in pressing charges...”

Marlie nodded. “I’d guess the boy was a paid passenger. But for some reason the captain didn’t want to acknowledge him or to let him mingle with others aboard the ship. The captain wanted plausible deniability if the boy was found.”

“I’ve looked through my book of wanted persons,” said Merriweather. “None of them correspond to his description.”

“He’s quite distinctive,” said Marlie. “He doesn’t smell like dye.”

Merriweather laughed. “I did try to wash him off when we got him. But I think that’s just his natural skin color. I could strip him to look for tattoos or scars, but he flinches every time anyone touches him. I didn’t want to do that if we didn’t have to.”

Marlie nodded. “He didn’t actually show me his tongue. I just heard the way he swallowed when he took a drink.”

Merriweather did not ask how Marlie had become familiar with such a sound. He never asked things like that. She imagined that it must require a great deal of self-control.

After a moment Marlie continued, “Why are you holding him anyway? If the ship’s captain doesn’t want to press charges...”

Merriweather was quiet for a moment. Finally, he said, “Do you ever go to the slave market on Grayling?”

Marlie frowned. Maijha Major itself did not host slave markets. Grayling was the nearest Maijhan holding to Port Royal that did. She shook her head.

“I go at least once a year. I consider it part of my job. And more often than not, I notice a few...special house slaves. They’re usually presented as elite servants, working through an agent. That’s how the owners get around the branding and registration requirements. The slaves themselves are too well-trained to speak to anyone other than their masters. I suspect they are totally ignorant of their rights or the law.”

Marlie bristled to her tail-tip. “Breeders.”

“I can’t prove it,” said Merriweather. “At least, I haven’t been able to yet. But ocelons with that eye color turn up more often than you’d expect in the general population.”

“Like Calista,” Marlie muttered.

“Who?”

She sighed. “My first missing person’s case.”

Merriweather thought for a moment. “Yes... I had forgotten.”

Because you never saw her eyes, thought Marlie. Aloud, she said, “Do you think Calista was snatched and sold because of her eye color?”

Merriweather considered. “If that’s what happened to her, she was sold far away in a different kingdom or even in the Lawless Lands. Nobody would be so stupid as to sell a kidnapped girl from Port Royal in the slave market next door. If someone recognized her, they’d be in a noose.”

Marlie nodded. Ocelons were not a slave species in Wefrivain. They could become slaves, either by committing very serious crimes or by incurring insoluble debt. They could also be brought into the crescent as slaves. However, captains of city watches did not brand and register panaun slaves frivolously. The penalty for falsely branding a slave was hanging, and authorities tended to take the matter seriously.

It was also illegal in Maijha to breed slaves by coercion. Nevertheless, the prices for certain kinds of slaves were high enough that illegal breeding persisted. Foxlings were a common target, since it was possible to get a staggering array of exotic fur and eye colors through careful selection. Also, because foxlings were canids, grishnard authorities tended to be less aggressive about hunting down the perpetrators.

Authorities were more aggressive in shutting down felid breeding facilities. An ocelon looked just enough like a small grishnard to make grishnards extremely uncomfortable with the notion of forcibly breeding them. Nevertheless, a wealthy grishnard merchant or lordling might be enchanted by a beautiful ocelon slave with, say, sea green eyes. He might pay an enormous price and not look too closely at the paperwork. This, in turn, fueled the ugly shadow industry.

“Because they turn up so reliably in the Grayling market,” continued Merriweather, “I’ve always suspected that the facility where they’re created is somewhere nearby. But I’ve never gotten a hint of where.”

“You think the boy is a stud,” said Marlie flatly.

Merriweather pursed his lips. “Studs are a problem for breeders. They don’t need boys most of the time, and idle slaves cause trouble.” 

Marlie nodded. “In Slag, breeders just borrow boys from the brothels...or pay free boys if they’re pretty enough.”

A look flitted across Merriweather’s face. It was a look that said: “You shouldn’t know that.” It was a look that said: “I’m sorry.” If he’d looked at her that way very often, they wouldn’t have been friends. He was quick to cover it. “Here on Maijha where we’ve made these things a hanging offense, breeders have to get more creative...especially if they’re breeding for something as specific as sea green eyes.”

“That sort of thing involves linebreeding,” said Marlie thoughtfully. Brother to sister, mother to son, father to daughter... “And lots of culling. They’d end up with a lot of unwanted children that would need to be either killed or sold.”

Merriweather inclined his head. “That’s the really ugly part, yes.” 

“So...if breeders have a stud they want to use as foundation stock, they might share him between facilities?”

Merriweather nodded. “If the boy is what I suspect, he was probably bred in one of those places. His knowledge of the outside world would be pitifully limited. When he was still a child, they cut out his tongue, made sure he never learned to read or write, and that he has no marketable skills—no way to support himself if he ran. I suspect that if we took off his boots, we’d find he’s been declawed. This makes him more helpless and also limits some of his employment options.”

Marlie shook her head. “So arrest the ship’s captain. He was obviously transporting a stud to a breeder. Make him tell you his source or face the noose himself.”

“I could do that,” said Merriweather. “But I’d need to keep the boy as evidence. His status before the law is nebulous, but if he doesn’t have any slave tattoos, he’ll likely share the same fate as the breeders. In the eyes of the law, he’s a free individual who chose to participate in illegal slavery.”

Marlie gaped. For the first time in their conversation, she was shocked. “They’ll hang him?”

“Depends on the court,” said Merriweather, “but probably, yes.”

“But it’s not his fault! He’s hardly more than a child! He’s a victim!” I told that boy we wouldn’t hurt him. I should know better than to tell anyone that.

Merriweather sat back. “This is why law enforcement hates dealing with breeders. The line between victim and criminal is very thin, but you have to draw it somewhere.”

“They won’t hang him because he’s a criminal,” Marlie fumed. “They’ll hang him because they’re embarrassed he exists.”

Merriweather gave a thin smile. “They’re not going to hang him at all...because I’m going to let him go...and you’re going to track him to the facility.”

*  *  *  *
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MARLIE WISHED THAT Merriweather would allow her to speak to the boy again, to let him in on the plan, but Merriweather was adamantly against it. “You don’t know how he’ll react, Marlie. These facilities inflict intense mental conditioning on their victims. He may feel protective of his keepers. He may see them as parents. He may think that he has a good life and a good job. Or he may just have no will of his own. He may be so broken that he can’t contemplate acting against his owners. Even if he wants to help us, he may shut down under pressure. You just don’t know how he’ll behave, and once you tell him, you can’t take it back.”

“What happens to him when this is over?” asked Marlie.

“Well...if we scoop him up with a lot of other unbranded slaves who are clearly part of a breeding program, his chances with the court are better. Not perfect, but better.” 

“And maybe you’re wrong,” said Marlie. “Maybe he’s not part of a breeding program.” 

Merriweather shrugged. “Only one way to find out. See where he goes.”

Of course, everyone knew that this might be easier said than done. Merriweather’s first line of surveillance would not be Marlie, but Pace, one of the Port’s griffins. He was an adolescent lowland griffin, small for his age and unlikely to ever make a good mount for a grishnard. He did make a good surveillance officer, however, and he was big enough to carry Marlie.

They were circling high in the air when the boy was released. Marlie’s long-distance vision was no match for Pace’s, and she didn’t try to follow what was happening below as she clung to the saddle strap in the cool fall wind that smelled clean and crisp this high above the city. It was late afternoon, and the sky was a perfect cerulean blue.

“He’s leaving the docks,” said the griffin. “Going southeast.”

“Running or walking?” asked Marlie.

“Walking.”

She grunted and hunched inside her coat. There was no reason to believe the boy thought he was being followed. Still, Marlie was suspicious by nature, and she wondered if this kid might be suspicious, too. There were certain similarities about their backgrounds. I could have been hung for some of the things I’d done by the age of ten. She wished she knew his name. She decided to call him Green.

“Heading towards Butcher Street,” said Pace.

Ah, thought Marlie, he is suspicious. Butcher Street was an excellent place to lose a tracker—so many scents, puddles of blood and urine and feces, so many people. The crowds would be thinning by this time of day, but it would still be busy. A good place to lose a scent tracker...but not a griffin. Marlie had worked with Pace long enough to trust his eyesight for a task like this. If the boy remained in the open, Pace could follow him, no matter how many crowds or puddles he wove through.

Some time later, Pace reported, “He turned into an alley and stopped.”

I wonder if he even knows where he’s going, thought Marlie. If his keepers kept Green on a tight leash, they might easily collect him in a covered coach from the docks each time he arrived. She could think of all kinds of scenarios in which he might be lost right now, unable to lead her anywhere, growing more hungry and frightened as evening fell.

However, another part of Marlie’s brain—the suspicious part—told her that a person who headed straight for Butcher Street when he thought he might have a tracker on his tail was exhibiting a good bit of street-savvy. The fact that he’d stopped to rest meant nothing. He might be waiting for nightfall to make his next move.

Pace circled for half a watch as the shadows lengthened and the sun began to set. No matter how suspicious Green might feel, the sight of a griffin should not be, in itself, alarming. Pace was one of dozens of griffins in the sky over Port Royal at any given time—messengers, ship’s scouts, off-duty guards, and mounts carrying their riders on innumerable errands. Marlie popped a handful of nuts into her mouth from an inside pocket. She admired a beautiful airship—the Osprey—being maneuvered into the airship bay for winter. She stared over the city to the distant wooded hills, where fall leaves made a blaze of color around the conifers. I should paint more landscapes. She tried to fix the image in her head.

“He’s moving again.” Pace dipped a little. Marlie could tell he was concentrating. All at once, Pace dropped into a near-dive, and Marlie clamped onto his back with all four limbs. Moments later, the griffin swept to the ground in front of a stairwell in a deserted alley between two buildings that looked like leather workshops. The mingled stench of offal and ammonia hung in the air.

“Gone to ground,” panted Pace.

Marlie had already hopped off his back and trotted halfway down the steps into the cool shadows of the stairwell. She reached the bottom, tried the door in front of her, and found it unlocked. She started to go inside, but paused to get a firm impression of Green’s scent. 

Marlie’s hand dropped from the door. She turned slowly, sniffing. The odors here certainly made her task more difficult, but the scent was very fresh, and Marlie had a talent. Pace watched wordlessly from above. Marlie walked back to the steps...then around and under them. The scent was so fresh that she half expected to find Green crouching there. Instead, she found a low opening to the drainage tunnels beneath the street. It was not large, but an ocelon could wriggle through.

Marlie looked up at Pace and grimaced. “He went into the drainage system.”

“Well, that’ll be gross,” said Pace cheerfully. Butcher Street sluiced its run-off into these tunnels.

“Aren’t you supposed to be a predator who likes blood?” complained Marlie as she tucked her  trousers into her boots.

“I repeat: gross,” said Pace. “You’re a predator, too.”

“I am,” agreed Marlie wearily. Merriweather’s pet blood tracker. “Go tell the Captain where I’ve gone. Tell him there’s no point sending grishnards after me because they won’t fit. Then if you’d come circle this area, I’d be grateful.”

“If you come to the surface, I’ll be there as quick as I can,” said Pace.

She waved at him and then plunged into the reeking wet blackness beneath the street.

III

Inside, the tunnel was roomy enough for even a grishnard to stand. It was very dim with only evening light shining through the occasional opening, but Marlie’s feline eyes traced the contours of the space. She had never been frightened of darkness.

The first part of the tunnel had a thin sheet of running water, no doubt fed by one of the rivers above town. It wasn’t good for tracking, but it did mean that Marlie wasn’t actually walking in gore. Green’s scent hung in the air only because he’d been there so recently. 

Sounds echoed strangely in the tunnels—the slosh and swirl of water, echoing noises carried from the street, rats... Marlie’s ears flicked and twitched. Had that splash up ahead been a footfall? Should she go slower or move faster? She wanted to find out where he was going, not catch him, after all.

Farther along the passage, Marlie encountered places where the water stagnated or eddied. These spots probably only got clean after a rainstorm or snowmelt. The gelatinous remains of pegasus, zebras, goats, and sheep collected in these areas, forming grisly mats of hair, offal, and congealed blood. Rats trotted past Marlie, showing only token fear. She slipped once on the slimy rock floor, her hands sinking into cold, wrist-deep muck as she caught herself. The reek nearly took her breath away.

Butchers weren’t supposed to dispose of bone down here, but as Marlie struggled to her feet she caught a glimpse of a tiny skull, gleaming in the sludge. Marlie knew anatomy better than she felt any person ought to know it. One glance told her that this skull had not belonged to a pegasus or a zebra or a goat or a sheep.

Marlie’s heart gave a squeeze. Just a faun, she told herself. Just...a very young faun. Gods.

Pace’s words: “You’re a predator, too.”

Focus! In spite of what some of her colleagues believed, Marlie didn’t have a keener sense of smell than other ocelons. What she did have was the ability to sift through an array of scents, tweezing them into their component parts, isolating the one she was looking for.

Follow the thread. That was how Sliver had always described it. A single golden thread running through a maelstrom of distraction.

Marlie focused. She made herself forget about the way her boots stuck to the floor, ignored the charnel-house stench, even ignored the tantalizing splashes of water that sounded like footsteps. She focused on the golden thread of Green’s signature scent.

He didn’t go far. Marlie thought they were still quite near Butcher Street, in the poorer section of town, when Green turned out of the main tunnel and squeezed through a low opening into...a basement? The room beyond was pitch black without even the benefit of evening light falling through grates or drainage openings.

Cautiously, Marlie eased inside. The floor was dry in the new room, packed earth, cold. Part of Marlie wanted to stop and assess her surroundings, but the part of her that was clinging to Green’s scent ignored them. Marlie moved forward, now cat-quiet on the dry earth floor. She thought she heard soft movement up ahead...then the unmistakable patter of a small person running. Has he figured out I’m here?

Something was pinging in her brain, clambering for attention, but she pushed it aside, hurrying after the sound of feet without losing the thread of his scent.

Marlie tripped on something. It made a rattling noise, horribly loud in the underground silence. Bollocks!

She reached blindly for the thing that had wrapped around her booted paw. Her fingers closed on a length of chain and at the end of it... A collar? A collar frayed and broken.

Oh, no.

The part of her brain that had been screaming for attention finally asserted itself. Marlie’s senses performed an inversion. The trace of Green’s scent vanished and the scent that she should have noticed right away—would have noticed under any other circumstances—leapt to the fore: the rank scent of a griffin living in a confined space. A rumbling growl behind her made all Marlie’s fur stand on end.

In the same instant, a sliver of light opened a few paces ahead and spilled blinding gold across the basement. Marlie saw Green framed in the doorway, his beautiful eyes the only brightness in his dark face. He was staring at her.

Marlie stared back. Words stuck in her throat: “We’re trying to save you. I’m trying to save you. I don’t want to add another ghost to my notebook.”

Who am I kidding? The next ghost here will be mine.

She was astonished when Green threw open the door and made a noise—a wordless shout. Marlie darted across the basement, feeling the hot breath of the beast behind her, not daring to look back.

She reached the square of light and shot through. The door slammed behind her, and Marlie heard the lock engage. Something crashed against it, and a muted roar seemed to vibrate in the floorboards, followed by another wordless cry. Oh no! No, no, no!

Marlie sprang to her feet, almost wholly blind in the too-bright room, and tugged frantically on the door, but it didn’t budge. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t stop tugging on the door. No. 

“Hello?”

Marlie looked up. She knew she wasn’t crying, because she never cried, but there did seem to be something wrong with her vision. A girl was leaning over her—a ghost girl. And her eyes really were that bright.

Marlie’s voice came in a whisper, “Calista?”

IV

It took Marlie a quarter watch to convince Calista and a dozen other girls that they were really in Port Royal. The girls believed they were being held in the Lawless Lands. It took another quarter watch for Marlie to find a window she could squeeze through to reach the roof. She certainly wasn’t getting out on ground level. The climb was precarious, but Marlie had done plenty of climbing while working for the Port Authority.

It was midnight by the time Pace found her, sitting alone on the rooftop in the light of a waning red moon. “It’s the orphanage, isn’t it?” asked Marlie dully. “I can’t see the front from here, but I recognize the neighborhood.”

“That’s where we are,” agreed Pace, a little breathless. “Captain has half the City Watch out looking for you. What happened? Where’s the kid?”

Marlie got to her feet stiffly. Her boots had mostly dried, but her toes were still damp and ice cold. She felt filthy. “The City Watch isn’t going to be happy when we tell them that The Safe Haven Orphanage is a front for a breeding facility.” She sighed. “And I don’t want to talk about the kid.”

She had to though. Soon, officers from both the Port Authority and the City Watch were swarming over the building. There were a lot of questions, a lot of crying, a lot of kids. The Safe Haven Orphanage had a reputation as the most generous orphanage in town, the only one that would take any species of child. In practice, however, the children were mostly grishnards. Marlie could see in the eyes of the City Watch officers that they thought she’d done something despicable. She heard someone mutter. “What’s a few ocelons beside all these other kids?”

“You should go home,” Merriweather told her as they stood on the orphanage steps. “Have a bath and something to eat. I’ll let you know how all this turns out in the morning.” He bent to look her in the eyes. “Good job.”

“I can’t go home,” whispered Marlie, “until I see what’s in that basement.”

They had to break down the door, since the lock engaged automatically and nobody could find a key. In the light of their lamps, the room beyond looked smaller than it had felt to Marlie. It was also emptier than she’d expected. A chain anchored to one wall stretched halfway across the room, ending in a broken collar. The drain through which Green and Marlie had entered had been dug up—claws raking deep furrows through the earth floor, until the opening was just large enough for a scrawny griffin.

“One of the girls said the beast doesn’t have any wings,” said Merriweather as they all stared at the gouged floor and wall. 

Marlie shivered. Griffins who had committed grievous crimes were sometimes sentenced to have their wings hacked off. They were not common, and they didn’t usually live long. It was said that the loss of flight drove a griffin mad. How much more a life devoid of light or wind, underground on the end of a chain?

“Well, that’s one way to dispose of unwanted bodies,” muttered one of the officers. Tiny bones glinted in the packed earth floor.

Merriweather was pacing around the room. “A person entering through the drainage opening should have been able to walk along this side where the griffin couldn’t reach,” he observed. “Our kid was probably halfway across the room before he realized that the griffin was off its tether. That’s when he started running. He let Marlie inside, but he got grabbed before he could get in himself. The beast dug its way out. It either consumed the kid beforehand or took his body with it.”

“Just as well,” muttered one of the officers, “what with him raping all those girls.”

Marlie forced herself to cross the room, sniffing carefully. The earth had so much urine and refuse soaked into it that she couldn’t make out Green’s scent. Near the chain, she discovered a scrap of undyed wool, torn and bloody.

Marlie pictured him standing in that square of light, trying to read his expression in retrospect. She wondered whether Green’s split-second decision had been the choice to die—suicide by griffin, the only way out of a world where he was either a resource to be exploited or a criminal to be hanged, a world where no one would ever be on his side.

Marlie straightened and handed the scrap of cloth to Merriweather. “That’s part of his shirt.” She felt suddenly tired beyond words. “I’d like to go home now, Sir.”

“Take tomorrow off,” he called after her.

V

In the end, eight people were sentenced to hang for the crimes committed in The Safe Haven Orphanage—five grishnards and two ocelons, all of them adults who participated directly in the care of the captive girls. Unfortunately, they also participated in the care of the children in the orphanage, and there was a great deal of public outcry. The court’s decision was so unpopular that all but three of the sentences were commuted to exile.

The orphanage itself shut down. Rumors of wealthy patrons turned out to be unfounded. The orphanage had, in fact, been funded almost entirely by the breeding cell, which brought in ten times the money needed to run such a charitable organization in lavish style. The rest of the money had been funneled to the breeding facility’s true owners through several intermediaries who proved impossible to trace.

The orphanage had provided an ideal set-up for people to come and go with strange children, attracting no suspicion. Handlers arrived to “adopt” children and walked out with little ocelons of two to four years old who would be raised and trained in other locations. The girls in the breeding cell were kept pregnant nearly all the time and always had a child or two to worry about. They were told that they and their children would be well-treated as long as they cooperated.

The girls performed most of the labor involved in their own captivity—cooking and cleaning and sewing, as well as the mending and washing for the orphanage. Most had been bred in similar facilities and knew no other life. The few who’d been snatched from the streets began their captivity in a state of drugged confusion and sincerely believed that they were being held deep in the Lawless Lands, far from any chance of rescue.

The wingless griffin was kept as a threat and to “guard the back door.” Most of the girls did not realize that the griffin was also used to dispose of infants or children who did not meet the breeding standard. Any remains could be sluiced into the Butcher Street run-off tunnels, where shelt remains were not uncommon.

Merriweather would be dealing with the fall-out from this case for months, but Marlie’s part had ended the moment she walked away from the orphanage. A yellow month passed, during which she had found eleven missing items, sketched eighteen scenes for case reports, and identified four drowned bodies, by the time a colleague tapped on the door of her small office. “Someone to see you out front, Marlie.”

She frowned when she reached the main desk and saw more ocelons than she could easily count—adults and children and grandparents—standing around awkwardly, whispering to each other. They gave a collective murmur as Marlie appeared, and one woman moved forward, holding a package. “We never got to properly thank you.”

It was only then that Marlie recognized Calista’s mother. Next thing she knew, one of the boys had her in a vice-like hug. “Thank you so much for saving my sister!”

Then they were all around her, hugging and patting and crying. 

“Thank you for saving my daughter.”

“My niece.”

“My granddaughter.”

“My friend.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you...!”

Marlie had never known what to do when people touched her, and now she felt completely overwhelmed. An idea occurred to her suddenly, and she said, “You’re welcome. I...I have something for you, too. Just a moment.”

She escaped to her office in a state of considerable agitation and dug through her notebooks. I’m almost sure I’ve got it here... Moments later, she went back out, carrying a sheet of stiff paper. She offered it to the ocelons. “I painted this while we were looking for Calista.”

They passed the sheet around with reverence, staring and exclaiming.

“I actually made the sketch a couple of years before she went missing,” admitted Marlie. “I was painting portraits at the market then. I recognized her description later.”

The group parted, and the subject of the painting herself leaned over to examine it. Calista was wearing a dress not unlike the one she’d been wearing at the market. She looked older now, though no less beautiful. She held a chubby toddler by the hand—a child with skin that was almost black and eyes the color of a coral sea.

Calista glanced at Marlie and gave a shy smile. “You never stopped searching for me?”

Marlie shrugged. “I kept working on the painting. I didn’t want to forget what you looked like.”

Calista looked down again. “This isn’t police work. This is art.”

“I’m glad you like it. Please keep it.” I don’t need it anymore.

Calista hesitated. Finally, she said, “I would like to speak to Marlie alone for a moment.”

Her mother looked uncertain, but it wasn’t really a question. Calista scooped up the little boy, who was still small enough to be carried easily. He draped himself around her neck like a sleepy cat, and she walked out of the Port Authority office into the cold, bright day. Marlie walked with her, hands in her pockets. They ambled along the broad dockyard pier, where the ship Swan was being careened amid a flurry of activity.

“Thank you again,” said Calista, when they were out of earshot of anyone.

“You’re welcome,” said Marlie. There were questions she would have liked to ask, but she thought of all the questions Merriweather never asked and how grateful she was, and she kept her mouth shut.

Calista shot her a guarded expression. “Is it true that Midnight, the boy...that he was killed?”

So that’s what they called him. Marlie licked her lips. She couldn’t tell from Calista’s tone or expression what answer she wanted to hear. “We found a scrap of his bloody clothes in the basement,” said Marlie. “No body. The Captain thinks the griffin probably took his remains when it fled. Griffins do that sometimes with fresh kills. We tracked the beast for a ways, but lost it in deep water. We think it may have exited the tunnels through a large pipe that collects water from the Mustag River. From there, it could have reached the jungle.”

Calista was watching her face. “And you’re sure it killed Midnight?”

“Do you have a reason to think it didn’t?” asked Marlie.

Calista shook her head. “The griffin was savage. It—” She looked for a moment like she might cry, and then her face settled and went still. Marlie knew, then, that they had not saved the girl from the painting. This was a different girl, a girl who could survive four years in a breeding cell. “I believe now that it consumed at least three of my children.” She spoke matter-of-factly. “My first was a singleton, taken at half a year. She didn’t have the blue-green eyes. I had twins next, and they did have the eyes. They were taken at two years. I think they were sold or put into a different breeding cell. Elly, here...” She rubbed the baby’s back. “He had two siblings, neither with the eyes. Our keepers told us that the babies they took were fostered elsewhere because there wasn’t enough food and resources for them here, but now, I think...”

“I’m sorry,” whispered Marlie.

Calista shook her head. She gathered her thoughts and then continued, “Midnight, the father...he wasn’t to blame. He was so sad and lonely, Marlie. He couldn’t even talk to anyone. The keepers told us that if we didn’t lie with him, they’d sell us to a brothel. We all just did whatever the keepers said, him too. My parents don’t want to hear this, but I need to tell someone: Midnight didn’t rape me, and he didn’t deserve to be torn apart by a griffin.”

“He saved my life,” said Marlie quietly. “He shoved me through the door ahead of the griffin and got locked outside himself.” She glanced at the child in Calista’s arms. “You know you’ve saved that little boy from a similar fate.”

Calista smiled. “Not me, you.”

“You survived for four years,” said Marlie, “I only had to survive for one evening.”

They walked for a while in silence. Finally, Calista said, “But you never found his body. Do you think it’s...possible...that he survived?”

Marlie turned to face her. She thought of all the times she’d felt impatient with Merriweather for giving people false hope. “Tell them we’ll look for the body. Just tell them that. We don’t find people alive.”

But the girl in front of Marlie had been a ghost, and she’d come back. Sort of. In this moment, she looked almost like the girl in the painting again—fragile, hopeful.

Marlie opened her mouth, and the word that came out was, “Maybe.”

That was all Calista needed. She beamed and reached out to squeeze Marlie’s hand. Then they walked back to the Port Authority.

Later that evening, alone in her flat, Marlie pulled out the sketch she’d made of Midnight in the holding cell. She looked at it for a long time. She thought about how a boy in his situation might plan an escape; how he might see a savage, abused griffin as an ally and fellow sufferer; how he might make friends with such a griffin over time. 

On the other hand... Once a griffin starts tearing pieces off of you, it never stops. That bloody bit of fabric is pretty definitive. A griffin accustomed to eating shelts was forever dangerous.

But still... No body. No other traces of his clothes. Nothing.

Marlie stared at the sketch. Then she got out her paints and began to work.

VI

Marlie has notebooks full of ghosts. Some of those ghosts exist in limbo—neither alive, nor dead, in a state of eternal “maybe.” She paints these in particularly vivid colors. On good days, she is sure that they are alive, and she tells herself stories about how they are doing. On bad days, she knows that they are dead. They died long ago, and they only live on in her notebooks. On most days, though, she’s able to tell herself, “Maybe.” Marlie has come to believe that “maybe” is just another word for “hope.”

Thank you for reading Pirates of Wefrivain Book 3!

The story continues in Book 4: Jager Thunder

While the crew of the Scarlet Albatross struggles to survive her harrowing voyage, Gerard is busy keeping his promise to his father. He and Silveo return to Holovarus for a brief farewell visit. However, chaos is threatening to overwhelm the Great Islands, and even little Holovarus will not be spared. Gerard’s father and brother are facing difficult decisions, and they need help. Gerard feels torn between his old kingdom and his new family. The situation only grows more complicated when the crew of the Scarlet Albatross limps into port, bringing old enemies and a child Silveo didn’t know existed.

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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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 shelts, such as foxlings.

capstan: a machine used aboard ships. Capstans rotate on a vertical axel and are used to wind ropes, cables, and hawsers. In the Scarlet Albatross, the capstan winds the ship's springs, which power the gears.

fauns: shelts with hooves.

felid: any creature in the cat family, either two-legged or four-legged, including feline shelts, such as grishnards, leons, ocelons, leopons, and jagers.

fished, as in a “fished mast”: a ship’s beam or mast that has been repaired by splinting with another piece of wood. 

griffin: a feline beast with a lion-like body, an eagle-like head, two wings, four paws, and a tufted tail. Griffins possess both fur and feathers.

marine: a person employed aboard a ship primarily to fight and not to sail.

nauns: shelts with neither hooves nor paws, such as cowry catchers and selkies.

numerary: tiny islands with little or no population. Numeraries typically have numbers instead of names. E.g. Haplag-4 would be the fourth such island owned by the kingdom of Haplag.

Panamindorah: the world in which this story takes place.

panauns: shelts with paws.

pegasus: singular and plural, a horse-like beast with wings. The pegasus of Panamindorah are fully-feathered. They do not possess fur or hair. 

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. They are divided into three broad categories – fauns (shelts with hooves), panauns (shelts with paws), and nauns (shelts with neither hooves nor paws). See the species flow chart for names of specific shelts.

tack: to turn a ship by moving her head into and through the wind.

watch: a period of time approximately four hours long. Shelts count four watches for the day and two watches for the night.

wear: to turn a ship by moving her head away from the wind.

yellow month: one cycle of yellow moon, about 15 days.


cover.jpeg
- ABIGAIL HILTON







images/00010.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg
—
@
a5
A





images/00001.jpeg
PIRATES

OF

WEERIVAIN

The Scarlet Albatross

L4

ABIGAIL HILTON





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg






