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Chapter 1. Whileaway
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Anaroo took aim at the stump, some fifty paces away. The little gun felt strange in her hand—cold and heavy, ornately filigreed. With flowers of all things. She pulled the trigger and was disgusted to see a spray of bark to the windward side of the stump.

“Well, you hit it,” drawled Silveo.

“That does not count as hitting anything,” said Anaroo as she handed the gun back to him. Black smoke and an odor of sulfur hung in the air for an instant before the sweet sea breeze carried it away. “The handle is solid brass, and the stock is reinforced. This is a club, not a long-range weapon, Silveo. You are meant to brain your attackers after you fail to kill them with bullets.”

Silveo laughed. “I told Gerard the same thing. You did hit that stump, though.”

“I grazed it. That doesn’t count.”

“It does with a gun.” Silveo began the process of reloading the cumbersome weapon. “If you graze someone with an arrow, it’s a flesh wound. If you graze someone with a bullet, you may shatter their arm.”

Anaroo grunted. “I could have pierced them through the heart with an arrow at that distance.” Her words were harsh, but she could not summon any real contempt. It was a beautiful late spring afternoon on the wooded cliffs overlooking the harbor town of Whileaway in the Sunkissed Isles. The distant susurration of waves mingled with bird song. The wind smelled of salt, loam, and pine. Anaroo could almost have shut her eyes and believed she was back on Maijha Minor. Except no one was hunting her here, and even old enemies were trying to be friends.

Silveo leveled the gun at the target, widening his stance to take the recoil on his diminutive frame. He was wearing clothes of undyed cotton, a straw hat, and just enough kohl to protect his eyes from the glare. He was not trying to impress anyone, and maybe that was why she’d finally agreed to come up to the cliffs and try the little guns.

It hadn’t hurt that Gwain had wanted to come, too. He’d disappeared immediately into the woods with a net, a notebook, and a wire cage slung over one shoulder. If he didn’t return soon, Anaroo intended to go looking for him. The Sunkissed Isles were said to be safe along the coast, but they were full of strange creatures, and even locals avoided the interior.

“You grazed the windward side,” murmured Silveo. “That’s because you expected the bullet to behave like an arrow—to be pushed by the wind. And maybe it is. But not nearly so much as an arrow...or a knife.”

Silveo pulled the trigger. This time, the crack of the gun was not accompanied by any visible change in the stump. Anaroo didn’t think he’d hit it, but her attention was distracted by a rabbit that darted out of the brush further along the cliff. Anaroo scooped up her bow from the ground and laid an arrow on the string just as the creature paused, barely visible in the tall grass on the edge of the trees. Anaroo loosed the arrow and dropped the animal.

“Well, Gwain will have at least one specimen,” said Silveo as he started towards the stump.

“No,” said Anaroo, “that’s lunch.” She changed her mind, though, after retrieving her kill. Specimen, it is, I suppose.

Anaroo joined Silveo at the stump, where she was surprised to find a lead ball buried in the wood near the top leeward edge. “You did hit it.”

He nodded. “You could have done better with an arrow, but I couldn’t do better with a knife. Not at that distance.”

Anaroo had to agree. Foxlings were not physically suited to close combat, nor were they big enough to wield a longbow. Silveo’s knives gave him some recourse in a fight, but they worked best in fairly close quarters—across a room or a ship’s deck, for instance. They certainly weren’t weapons that could kill at fifty paces. Still... “I would not want to rely on bullets in a real fight,” said Anaroo.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Silveo as he pried the flattened metal ball from the stump with one of his knives. He paused to glance at the animal she’d killed, then did a double take. “What in the hells is that?”

“Not a rabbit,” said Anaroo. “Also not lunch.”

Silveo reached out to take it from her. “Right through the eye. How in all these years have you never shot me?”

“You tend to get behind other people.”

Silveo turned the limp body over in his hands. It was a tiny deer. The animal appeared to be an adult for all its diminutive size—a mature male. It had no antlers, but two prominent fang-like incisors jutted well past its lower jaw. Silveo ran a finger over one thoughtfully. “Gods, what a strange place. Dakar told us yesterday that she’d seen a flippered crocodile. I wish she’d stay out of the water.”

Anaroo’s eyes drifted past Silveo to the blue horizon. “Well, there’s a reason they don’t have wyverns here.”

In Wefrivain, the Temple taught that the Sunkissed Isles were a place cursed by the gods. In these forsaken waters, shelts and animals lived short, brutal lives, constantly at war with monsters. They had shunned the gods, and the gods had withheld their protection.

In reality, Anaroo suspected that the wyverns had had difficulty keeping a foothold in the Sunkissed Isles for a variety of reasons. The surrounding ocean was nothing like the warm, relatively shallow coral seas of Wefrivain. Whileaway harbor had a considerable sandbar, creating a broad lagoon, but once that sandbar ended, the shelf of land dropped off into deep ocean. These were dark waters with icy currents from the colder lands to the north.

Large sharks swam these waves and the long-necked hydra, along with many species of whales, dolphins, porpoises, seals, and great turtles. However, the apex predator must surely be the giant, flippered crocodile. Anaroo had seen one from the comforting height of the Cormorant. The beast had been sunning itself on an atoll, and she had not understood its size until one of the pegasus passed directly over it. The flippered crocodile was as long as a small ship, with a maw that could swallow a rowboat. It could certainly end a wyvern.

The Sunkissed Isles also experienced frequent earthquakes. There were five active volcanoes in the region, all of them crowned in fog. The cloud forests on their slopes were considered particularly unsafe, and no one lived there, although many valuable materials were harvested by wily explorers. Animals and plants in the cloud zone were even stranger than in other parts of the islands. Naturally, Gwain was already campaigning for an expedition.

“I heard your child is becoming a bit more mobile,” said Silveo.

“She is.”

“That must have been strange for you—for her to begin so small.”

Anaroo resisted the urge to tell him to mind his own business. It was strange. The birth of this child had been easier than any of Anaroo’s experience in spite of Glossy’s concerns. Anaroo had never looked pregnant—not what she would have called pregnant—and when the pains started in late winter, she had been certain it was too early.

The child—a girl—was born with hardly any effort. Glossy assured Anaroo that little leons were always so small with tightly-shut eyes. Anaroo’s milk did not come, but Glossy told her this was common in such situations. “Your body thinks you miscarried,” she explained, “because a little zed would not be born until well into the spring. But this child is more like a leon, and she was ready to be born now.”

Anaroo had not shed a tear during the labor, but Silas’s eyes had been streaming when she laid the infant in his arms. In his hands, really, since she was so small. How do panauns avoid breaking their children? Her own people would have considered discarding such a tiny infant.

Anaroo would not have dreamed of saying such a thing to Silas, however, and she approved of his devotion. Men and teenagers did much of the childcare in her own village. She had been a little afraid that Silas might expect her to play a role she’d not played in so long that it felt like a dream. However, with the ship thoroughly outfitted over the winter and safely at anchor in Holovarus Bay, Silas had had few responsibilities during the infant’s first yellow months. This was a good thing, because little panauns turned out to be far more work than little zeds.

“She probably won’t sleep unless she’s touching someone,” Glossy had told them. “Infant leons and ocelons are usually born with siblings and sleep nestled together. A singleton needs extra care during the first year. Remember, a baby zed would still be in the womb at this point. You might consider just letting the hunti foster her...”

Silas would consider nothing of the kind. The infant spent only a single yellow month with a hunti wet nurse aboard the Anemone. As soon as she could be weaned to goat’s milk, Silas had her back in their cabin. The adults took turns wearing her in a sling around their bodies. Glossy cautioned against naming her until the child’s eyes were open. “There could still be something wrong. ‘Never name them until you can look them in the eye’ is the old proverb. It’s good advice.”

Anaroo had felt ambivalent about the child when she first learned of her pregnancy, but she hoped fervently that the baby would not die now. That would break Silas’s heart. An early naming seemed unavoidable. Silas had been asking Anaroo the name of her grandmother. He’d asked for variants on Anaroo’s own name. He was never going to wait until she opened her eyes.

The infant had great difficulty sleeping at first. Someone had to sit with her all night. Silas leapt up at her softest mew.

And she did mew.

Like a cat, thought Anaroo in private disgust. The child had paws and a tufted tail. Anaroo could see nothing of herself when she looked at the tiny, blind creature. The child’s hair and skin were the color of a dead fish. Again, the voice in Anaroo’s head whispered, Kwarla-conch would not have kept this one.

Yet, as the yellow months passed, the infant’s skin darkened a little, and stripes appeared—first in her fur, then on her arms and body. Her hair grew curly and striped. When her eyes first opened, they were a cloudy gray. Over the winter, they had darkened, growing closer and closer to true blue. The same blue as Anaroo’s left eye. “Well, hello, daughter,” Anaroo had murmured to the baby only yesterday. “Perhaps you’ve got a little of Kwarla-conch, after all.”

“Zed mothers name the children on Maijha Minor, don’t they?” asked Silveo.

Anaroo looked at him suspiciously. “Clearly, I am not quite a zed of Maijha Minor these days.”

Silveo shrugged. “Obviously. You haven’t turned me into a pair of mittens yet.”

They’d backed off to ten paces, and Silveo was throwing knives at the stump. He passed one to Anaroo. She couldn’t get it as close to the center as Silveo’s, but she didn’t lose it over the cliff.

“Sometimes we let a man name a child,” she allowed. “If we like him a great deal.”

“And did you let Silas name her? I’ve been wondering for a while.”

Anaroo smiled. “I named her.”

Silveo grinned. “Well, you must like him quite a lot, then. Amadae. Now there’s a name for Silas Ackelby’s kid.”

Anaroo smiled and said nothing. Amadae had been the pseudonym for the greatest airship designer in Wefrivain’s history—a secretive person with enough money and patronage to remain a mystery. Most people called the inventor male, although some speculated that this person might have been female. Amadae had been a mad genius whose designs were sometimes eccentric, but always clever. The reverse ballonet pumps aboard Silas’s Scarlet Albatross had been modeled on an Amadae design. The Cormorant was said to have been his final creation. Some said he’d died in her.

Silas would never have suggested such a name for their little half-zed. But, oh, how he’d glowed when Anaroo did.

“I wonder what Amadae would have made of these guns,” mused Silveo as he sent another knife into the stump in a perfect line with his previous throw.

“Something destructive,” said Anaroo. Something for grishnards.

“No doubt.”

The Cormorant had given most of its guns to the Fang and the Defiance. She’d also given a couple to the Nightingale before they parted company. The guns made the airship too heavy, and Silas insisted that airships were not for fighting.

“Do you like children, Silveo?” Anaroo was surprised at herself, but the words slipped out. “You seem to.”

Silveo considered. “I suppose I have some fellow feeling for them...living in a world where everything is too big.” He hesitated and continued more seriously, “Gerard says I never got to be a child. And I get to be one with them. Maybe he’s right.”

“Are you sure you’re equipped to raise a wyvern?”

To Anaroo’s surprise, Silveo said, “No.” There was a long pause, and then he added, “I think she should stay with Belvedere and Mouse.” He cut his eyes up at Anaroo—that startlingly pale blue, like polished sea glass.

Anaroo flicked her tufted tail. “Is that why you brought me out here? To convince me to harbor your little monster while you go off chasing Leopaard Maijha with Gwain?”

Silveo shook his head. “I brought you out here to shoot guns. Which you are good at.”

“What does Gerard think of this plan?”

“Dead against it,” said Silveo cheerfully.

“You should ask Silas.”

“Silas will say yes, but you’re the one I’m worried about.”

Anaroo threw another knife. “Does Mouse know he’s staying?”

Silveo shook his head. “I’m waiting for him to ask. He and Belvedere and Theseus have had a grand time over the winter. I can’t imagine a better place to grow up...or better company.”

“Do not patronize me,” muttered Anaroo.

Silveo started to respond, then went still.

Anaroo followed his gaze past the stump to a brightly colored animal that came nosing out of the forest near the place where she had shot the tiny deer. The creature wasn’t much bigger than the deer. She thought at first that it was a bird. It had red and black feathers, and it moved in a jerky, bird-like manner. She saw no wings, though, and, as the creature turned towards her, she was taken aback by a reptilian face, bald as a vulture’s, above its ruff of feathers.

“It’s smelling the blood from the little deer,” whispered Silveo without moving his head.

“I see another one,” murmured Anaroo.

The second creature had emerged from the woods further along the cliff, but rapidly joined the first. They raised their noses, sniffing. Anaroo placed an arrow to her string. “Gwain is going to wish he’d stayed with us,” she said and dropped the first bird-lizard where it stood.

To her surprise, a half dozen more scurried out of the forest immediately, sniffing at the carcass and hissing. The one who’d been standing beside the fallen animal reared high on its legs, staring in the direction of the two shelts.

Anaroo felt a chill. She could have sworn the little monster looked directly into her eyes as it bared its surprisingly numerous teeth. Then it zig-zagged towards them at the speed of a summer snake.

“My turn,” said Silveo.

Anaroo was happy to give it to him. She took aim at one of the other creatures and pinned it to the earth. Silveo’s knife caught the charging bird-lizard directly in the chest. “Seven hells,” muttered Silveo as its thrashing slowed. “How many of them are there?”

Anaroo could no longer count the red and black forms whipping through the grass. They stopped now and then to scent the air, their lips lifting from their upper teeth in a manner weirdly reminiscent of fur-bearing animals. “Gods’ blood and scales!” She was shooting them fast now, but the ring of creatures kept closing in.

“Should we climb a tree?” wondered Silveo.

“Some of them were jumping out of trees, so I think they can climb.”

“This is almost comical. They’re the size of squirrels. What can they really do to us?”

Anaroo wasn’t sure, but she didn’t like the look of those teeth, and the creatures seemed absurdly confident. In Anaroo’s experience, animals were rarely so confident without a reason. She shot one as it lunged at her and then used her bow to smack another away. “Do you suppose it’s too late to run?”

That was when Silveo pulled out the little gun and shot a bird-lizard in the face. Feathers exploded into the air, along with acrid smoke. The loud noise had a gratifying effect on the rest of the animals. They fell back, shrieking, and raced into the jungle in a red and black stream.

Anaroo and Silveo stood still for a moment. Anaroo was ashamed of how fast her heart was beating. She was relieved to see from Silveo’s fluffed tail that he wasn’t as calm as he sounded. At last, he moved forward and crouched over one of the carcasses. He raised it gently on the tip of a knife and sniffed. “I believe—” he began, and then Gwain emerged from the trees, walking fast.

He stopped to catch his breath when he saw them. “Oh, good! I was afraid the two of you might have—”

“Encountered these?” Silveo waved the brightly colored carcass.

“Viper birds!” said Gwain. “They must not be as dangerous as I’d been told.”

“You’ve been told about these things?” exclaimed Anaroo. “You might have said!”

“I’ve been told about a lot of things!” protested Gwain.

“They were fairly persistent,” said Silveo. “Are they as venomous as I suspect?”

“Quite deadly,” said Gwain. “Local archers use the venom on their arrows. They’re not usually aggressive, but I found a clutch of eggs nearby. We should probably go. But first, have a look at this specimen!”
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Chapter 2. Old Enemies and New Friends
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“Gus!”

Lucius Creevy turned as yet another old shipmate stepped out of the crowd and clapped him on the back. “It is so good to see you! What an insane year this has been. What a place we’ve washed up, eh? Have you got a ship?”

Gus stood, grinning, to embrace his friend. “Wes! So glad to see you in one piece. I think we could reassemble the entire crew of the old Nimble right here in this tavern! Yes, I’ve got a ship.”

His companion laughed, shouting and calling over Gus’s shoulder to other old shipmates at the table. He kept a grip on Gus’s arm, though, and didn’t let him sit back down. “I heard a thing...about the Albatross.”

Gus tried not to flinch, but he’d never had a cardplayer’s face. I should start wearing a sign: ‘Yes, the Scarlet Albatross is at the bottom of the sea. No, I don’t want to talk about it.’

His expression must have been sufficient, because Wes changed tack immediately. “I’m just glad you’re safe, mate. We’ve all lost a lot this year. How about your prickly old captain? Surely he’s not still around...?”

“Silas is fine,” said Gus a little too curtly.

His friend looked incredulous. Gus sighed. Anyone who knew Silas Ackleby knew that he was unlikely to have survived the demise of the Albatross. And if he had, by some miracle, escaped, the only way he would be “fine” was if he were flying.

Wes’s eyes went round as he made the connection. “That airship?” he whispered. “That’s your ship? Gods’ blood, Gus; you do land on your feet. Or Ackleby does, at least. Everyone always said he was lucky, but Priestess’s sake!”

“Keep it down,” muttered Gus. Silas had originally intended to keep a low profile with the Cormorant. She was valuable and, in certain ways, vulnerable. But that was before... “We’re having a bit of a party in a few days,” Gus heard himself say. “A bit of a treat for the crew on account of having survived the crossing. You should come.”

“I most certainly will!” exclaimed Wes, “And while we’re on the topic, I’d like to hear—”

“Are you looking for a ship?” interrupted Gus. He had no intention of offering the Cormorant. Westly was a waterborne sailor. However, Gus would be happy to steer his own numerous solicitors towards a worthy shipmate.

Wes shook his head. “No, I am currently of the Merry Lark.” He grunted as another friend clapped him on the back and they all sat down. “Wes!” someone shouted. “How did you get here? Tell us the story!”

“I’d rather have Gus’s story,” laughed Wes, but he took a drink and began talking.

Gus settled back with relief. A few moments later, he excused himself and slipped out of the tavern. There’d been a time when he could not have resisted giving a full and detailed account of his adventures over the fall and winter. What a story it made! And maybe I can tell it someday to that same table of people.

But not now. Now, this busy port was too full of hungry eyes and just as many old enemies as old friends. Only yesterday, Gus had run into sea watch officials from Port Anastar while shopping for supplies. These people had issued a warrant for his and Silas’s arrest on smuggling charges last year. The captain of the local sea watch had taken things rather personally, as the Albatross had nipped an enormous quantity of untaxed cocoa pods right out from under his nose.

Local law enforcement in the Sunkissed Isles had made it clear that they would not be settling disputes between refugees. If an angry sea watch official stabbed Gus over a bag of fish, no one was likely to get very excited about it.

I just hope they don’t try to come to the party.

The Cormorant had made a good crossing from the Small Kingdoms in clear spring weather. Her crew had been handpicked, all of them with previous airship experience. Silas and Gus had had plenty of time to get to know them over the winter, but they hadn’t actually sailed together until recently, and they hadn’t encountered any situations that tested their cohesion or resolve. They were excited to be afloat, excited to be working with a famous captain aboard a famous ship. But they needed more experience to truly bond them.

“We are going to replenish our food and water and then see what work we can find in the Isles,” Silas had said. “In a year, if things have settled down, we’ll return to the crescent. In the meantime, we need basic employment.”

Unfortunately, there was nothing basic about an airship. While she had not yet found employment, she’d certainly generated interest. There always seemed to be at least a few people staring at the Cormorant from the pier. Silas had anchored her well out in the harbor, and the weather was calm. But we’ll need to find a better mooring before winter.

So far, no one had been able to suggest anything, and Gus had begun to hear the first whispers of discontent among the ship’s company. The idea had begun to circulate that the captain did not have the means to maintain the ship, much less pay the crew. Whileaway was full of employment opportunities for competent sailors. We need to do something soon, or we will begin to lose people.

The party would help—a celebration of their successful crossing. The right kind of event would give the crew pride in their ship and bring a sense of unity that might hold them until the ship could find proper work. Silas, however, had no skill in the matter of parties, and Gus’s idea of a party was more suited to a working cargo ship than the elevated atmosphere of a royal antique. Many of the airship sailors they’d managed to recruit in the Small Kingdoms had, in fact, come from royal yachts. They were the most elite sailors in the crescent, many with blood ties to crowned heads and leading families. Percy had volunteered to organize the celebration, and he knew something about royalty, so maybe it would have the desired effect.

Gus had been startled to catch sight of him only yesterday, strolling through the jostling press of the market. Gus shouldn’t have been surprised, of course. Percy was only doing the job he’d volunteered for, selecting food and victuals. He’d been wearing a blue and gold patterned waistcoat with a matching long-tailed overcoat, his empty left sleeve tastefully pinned up. His leather boots had gold-tooled cuffs. He’d worn his sword—an entirely reasonable precaution in a port full of beggars and pickpockets.

Gus had ducked his head instinctively and then cursed himself. He’s your shipmate, idiot. Not sworn enemy. Shipmate. And more than that, if we’re being honest.

Percy had started wearing his stylish clothes again recently, rather than ship’s linens and his dressing gown. And apparently, he was now dressing like Haplagian royalty to go shopping in the market. Gus knew these were good signs for Percy’s recovery, but they made him nervous. Percy in ship’s linens with his empty sleeve and his gaunt face had seemed like a fellow sailor—a person Gus could understand and with whom he had sympathy. Percy in fine clothes with his head up and his sword at his hip was someone else—the prodigal son of Lord Bellwater, brother-in-law to the future Haplagian king, with his title and his pedigree written into every careless look and movement.

Percy’s choice to play at merchant and privateer had always been just that—a choice, a way to pass the time. Such choices had always seemed like a slap in the face to Gus, who had spent his life living hand-to-mouth until he met Silas. His first ten years aboard the Albatross had been precarious as well. One poor decision regarding a cargo, one wrong move in a storm, one badly timed bidding war—any of these things might have ruined them. Only in the last six or seven years had Gus and Silas achieved some kind of security.

Percy had been born with security. He might have hated his family. They might have hated him. But he had never been in danger of starving, and it showed in a thousand unconscious ways.

Under ordinary circumstances, Gus would have been more likely to carry Percy’s bags than to speak to him, and their interactions before this past season had been far from ordinary.

For Silas, Gus supposed, it was different. Silas and Percy had been friends long before they became enemies. Percy and Gus had not.

Gus tried not to think about that. He was happy for what Silas and Percy had. At least that’s what he told himself. If Anaroo doesn’t mind, I certainly shouldn’t.

Gus had to laugh as he thought of the conversation he’d had with Silas in the officers’ mess of the Cormorant a few days after the coronation party on Holovarus. They’d both been up early, eating breakfast there by themselves. The room was three times larger than the officers’ mess aboard the Albatross, but it still felt cozy, an echo of comfortable routines. Gus had screwed up his courage to address what he thought of as Silas’s obliviousness.

“Silas...I need to talk to you about Percy.”

Silas had stopped chewing. He had gone unnaturally still. Gus had assumed this was a reaction of surprise.

“I know you want to make him your engineer,” continued Gus.

Silas opened his mouth with a look of relief and said, “Cobalt—”

“I’m not saying he can’t do it,” interrupted Gus gently, “one arm notwithstanding. Percy knows a powerful lot about gearboxes and airships. You’re thinking Cobalt can give him a hand—two hands, I mean; pardon the witticism—because Cobalt wants to learn.”

Silas sank back in his chair, deflating a little. “You don’t think it’s a good idea?” he asked. Gus couldn’t tell if he was relieved or disappointed.

“I think it’s a fine idea as far as it goes,” said Gus, dreading what he needed to say next. “But Silas... Forgive me; I know you don’t think of these things. You don’t see them. But Percy is in love with you.”

Silas continued looking at him with an expression of perfect blankness. Gus hadn’t realized until later what that meant—no jolt of surprise, just a cardplayer’s mask.

Gus had plunged on. “I know you don’t realize it, but Percy may think... He may get the wrong idea if you ask him to stay.” Gus adopted a patient tone and continued, “I know we haven’t always been friends with him, but he’s lost a lot lately. I wouldn’t like to see him hurt. I don’t think you’d mean to hurt him.”

Silas looked back down at his plate and took another bite of food.

When he said nothing, Gus continued, “At least, talk to him about it. If he understands what’s being offered and what’s not being offered, then at least he won’t be disappointed.”

Silas finally gave a minute smile and rose to clean up his dishes. “Your concern is noted, Gus.”

Gus sat back with relief, his burden lifted.

It was only as Silas was moving away that Gus’s mind finally registered the sum total of their conversation—those blank looks, the lack of surprise, that smile. “Wait a moment... Have you—?”

“Percy is moving into the guest cabin in the hold,” continued Silas. “It’s too far from the upper deck for most officers, but it’s close enough to the gearbox for an engineer. There’s an adjoining servant’s cabin. As you say, Cobalt has expressed an interest in learning about airships, and I think he will volunteer to be an apprentice.”

Gus ignored Silas’s flow of trivialities. “What happened?”

“Percy could also use some help with his clothes,” continued Silas almost to himself. “I wonder if he would permit a valet... I might ask Needles to give Cobalt a few pointers.”

“Silas...” Gus was trying to keep the smile out of his voice.

“Yes, Master Creevy?”

Gus rolled his eyes. “And here I was thinking that my poor, oblivious skipper was about to break his friend’s heart.”

“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Does Anaroo know?”

That jarred Silas out of his complacency. “Yes, of course, Anaroo—!” Now he was red.

Gus stood up, spreading his hands in a placating gesture. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of! I just didn’t know!” Gods, I share my cabin with two women. Or...perhaps they share their cabin with me. Anyhow, surely you can’t think I’m judging you.

Silas’s tail was twitching. “It’s not...” He tried again. “I do not feel that I need to explain myself to you.”

“You don’t,” said Gus meekly. I’m just your friend. Your only friend for years.

Silas shut his eyes, opened them again.

Gus wanted to say, “Congratulations!” But he didn’t dare.

Silas was looking remarkably unfriendly. He smoothed his features with an obvious effort and said, “I will make sure that Percy is not confused. I appreciate your concern.”

That had been a season ago, before the baby came. Ama had consumed the entirety of Silas’s attention for the first half of the winter, and Gus doubted there’d been much bedroom frivolity of any kind. Silas did frequently visit Percy in the gearbox, but when Gus walked past, he always heard them chattering away about “the many surprises of this unique vessel.” Percy was working his way through maintenance and repairs on a ship that had recently been a museum piece, so there was plenty to talk about. If he and Silas were greasing anything other than the ship’s gears, they were being remarkably stealthy about it.

Percy didn’t have much leftover energy, either, because he’d made it clear that he wanted to help with Ama. You’d never think a fellow who’d been fighting his way across decks for close to a decade would be so gentle with a baby, thought Gus.

The tiny creature could not seem to sleep without physical contact and constant motion. Glossy assured everyone that this would improve in a few yellow months. Gus wasn’t sure how anyone could forgo sleep for a few yellow months. He’d never much cared for infants himself. Children were so much more fun when they could chase a ball or climb a rigging.

Gus had figured at first that Percy just wanted to ingratiate himself to Anaroo. If that were the case, the gesture was utterly lost upon its intended target. Anaroo seemed to regard such behavior as normal for men, whom, she assured Marlie, “have highly developed paternal instincts.”

“Zed men, maybe,” Marlie had replied doubtfully. She repeated the story later in the dispensary to gales of laughter from Glossy and Gus.

“I think Anaroo actually believes she’s doing Percy a favor,” said Marlie. “Allowing him to...indulge his paternal instincts.”

“Oh, to live in a world where men just couldn’t stop themselves from providing free childcare,” said Glossy dreamily.

“But really,” Gus had muttered, “why is he doing it?”

Glossy patted his shoulder. “Maybe Percy just likes babies.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I. Some people do.”

“I’m not sure he ever really got to see his own,” said Marlie. “I mean, I heard the Haplagian princess didn’t like him much.”

Glossy nodded. “Well, I don’t think he’s interested in bedding women, so I can see how that would be an unhappy match.”

Gus thought of saying something unkind, but restrained himself.

Glossy looked up at him. “You said Silas always missed him. For as long as you’ve sailed together.”

“Missed him and fought with him,” allowed Gus.

“So let them work it out,” said Glossy gently.

“I am,” Gus had muttered. “I will.”

During the brief, but perilous crossing to the Sunkissed Isles, when Silas needed all his wits about him, Percy had become even more adept at whisking Ama out of the captain’s cabin on nights when she could not sleep. Percy had taken to wearing her in a sling across his chest, so that his hand was free to comfort her or to grip railings. He would pace all over the ship during the small hours of the night, singing to her softly.

He is going to end up in Silas and Anaroo’s cabin, Gus thought. He’s going to end up there, and I should be happy for them. I am happy for them. I just wish I was better at talking to him.
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Chapter 3. Moving On
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Gerard lay in the seagrass, staring up at a faultless blue sky and listening to the rush of waves over sand. He knew where he was, though he couldn’t have said how. Holovarus-4, the day of the picnic.

He thought that, if he closed his eyes and concentrated, he should be able to hear the murmur of Thess and Silveo talking, the distant cry of Alsair hunting, possibly the creak of the Meerkat, beached on the sand with the wind thrumming in her rigging.

Wake up, Gerard told himself, but he didn’t.

At last, he raised his head. He was alone, although he’d correctly guessed the location. The shape of the uninhabited numerary was familiar—one of his favorite fishing spots. It wasn’t very big. As Gerard stood, he was brought up short by the sight of another coastline much too near. The heavily wooded shore looked close enough to swim to. The trees were impossibly tall, their trunks immense. The broad, sandy beach ran on and on into the misty distance in either direction.

Gerard moved through the seagrass, staring. When he reached the edge of the numerary, he caught sight of another person, sitting with her knees drawn up to her chin, her dress blowing around her.

Gerard came forward hesitantly. Wake up, he told himself again.

Thessalyn’s cloudy eyes were fixed on the distant shore, almost as though she could see. Her ears flicked as he approached, but she did not turn. “It seems like I’ve been here a long time, Gerard,” she whispered.

He sighed as he sank down beside her. “This is a dream.” A nightmare? It’s starting to feel like one.

“I know,” she said, and her hand moved absently to smooth her dress—the same pale gray velvet that Silveo had purchased for her three years ago, absurdly out of place on the wet sand. “I know it’s a dream. I just wish I could wake up.”

Gerard shut his eyes. “Thess, you died. I thought I had made peace with that.”

She nodded. “I thought I had, too.”

Gerard gritted his teeth. “You’re not here. You can’t tell me anything I don’t already know. I am talking to myself.”

But she looked so real, her heavy blond hair lifting gently off her shoulders in the sea breeze, the toes of her paws peeking from beneath the hem of her dress, damp with sea foam. A pile of shells lay at her elbow. Gerard wanted to hold her. He wondered if that would be giving in to old grief, whether the past would ever let go of him if he kept reaching out to embrace it.

“I just thought I would have moved on by now,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry, Gerard. I know this is hurting you. I just thought...” She gestured vaguely at the enormous trees, tantalizingly close beyond the breakers. Gerard could smell something floral and earthy, mingling with the salt and sand.

At last, he leaned over and pulled Thess into his arms. She had warmth and weight, even in the dream. The velvety dress that Silveo had chosen for its texture slid over her curves under Gerard’s fingers. Thess leaned her head against his chest. He spoke into her hair. “Why can’t you move on?” Why can’t I?

“I’m not sure,” she said against his neck, “but I think it’s this.”

Gerard’s hand brushed something cold as it slid over Thessalyn’s hip. He glanced down.

There was a chain coming out of her abdomen, snaking across her body into the sand. A red smear of blood marked the spot where it tore through her dress.

Gerard gaped and pulled away. “Thess! Oh, gods, Thess...”

She turned towards him, her white-blind eyes not quite finding his face. Her expression screwed up in concern and concentration. “Is it very awful?” Her fingers brushed the spot on her stomach where the chain disappeared from view. It gleamed like polished steel. More blood seeped through her dress as she plucked fretfully at the links.

“You’ve got a chain inside you,” said Gerard stupidly. “How are you even alive?”

“I’m not, remember?”

“I—” He had no idea what to say. “Does it hurt?”

“Sort of,” whispered Thessalyn. “I really wish it was gone. Can you help me, Gerard? Please?”

Then Gerard was on his feet, tearing at the chain, trying to break it. He followed it down into the sand, but it seemed to be anchored to the very bedrock of the island. Gerard pulled on it with all his might. He was afraid to pull on the end that was inside her.

Pain exploded behind his eyes, and he sat up...in a guest cabin...aboard the Defiance.

Gerard curled over in bed, growling with frustration. He’d never been prone to nightmares until that winter after Thess died. They’d gone away for a while, but now they seemed to be coming back and getting stranger. Gerard dropped his hands from his face and looked blearily around the room. It was mid-morning. He’d overslept, and the cabin was empty.

Silveo went up to the cliffs to shoot guns with Anaroo, Gerard remembered. The two of them had been friendly of late, although most of the effort was on Silveo’s side. Anaroo pretended to simply humor him, but Gerard thought she enjoyed their banter.

Silveo hadn’t had a nightmare in months.

Gerard forced himself out of bed. He’d been planning to go into town today and try to deliver the message he’d brought from Jaleel to the rulers of Whileaway. It would be a critical trade alliance if he could pull it off—a vital service to his family and the friends he’d left behind in the Small Kingdoms. Focus on the future, not the past.

He also planned to check on the Fang, which was being careened. Her hull was to be thoroughly scraped, and then she was to have a new copper bottom, already paid for in the dockyard, along with some smaller repairs. She would be fast, snug, and weatherly for the long trip to the Pendalon Mountains. Gwain hoped to leave within a yellow month, no later than two.

We’ll have more goodbyes soon, he thought, real ones. And here I am, still trying to say goodbye to a woman who died almost three years ago. Maybe I should have let Silveo and Father talk me into staying on Holovarus after all.

Nonsense, he told himself. Silveo is so happy right now.

But will he be happy when he has to leave these children?

Silveo seemed determined not to take Dakar and Mouse on the long, uncertain voyage to the Pendalons. “I know what it’s like to grow up in isolation,” he told Gerard. “The Cormorant is going to be a family ship, whether Silas realizes it or not. Dakar and Mouse need Belvedere and Theseus more than they need you and me. They’ll have Ama, too, when she’s old enough, and that odd little hunti child of Gus Creevy’s, if I’m any judge. The Cormorant is the place for those kids, not the Fang. We’ll be back in two or three years if we survive.”

Gerard wasn’t sure he agreed about what Dakar and Mouse needed. Or, at least, he thought they should have some say in the matter. He also thought that Silveo was going to have a harder time leaving his children—both biological and adopted—than he realized.

Gerard wondered whether the chain in his dream represented the family he’d built out of struggle and tears. We’re about to break it. At least for a while.

And all for a person who tried to send us to our deaths last we met. Gerard had no special love for Leopaard Maijha. He knew this was uncharitable, since in the king’s place, Gerard would probably have done the same. And he supposed he should feel grateful that Leopaard had given Thessalyn a proper funeral, although all Gerard really felt was jealousy that the Maijhan king had been able to hold her hand one last time, and Gerard had not.

This isn’t truly about Leopaard anyway. Gerard and Silveo had committed to finding him for Gwain’s sake. Gwain clearly felt an obligation to make sure his father wasn’t suffering from the events that they’d all set in motion.

“Wyverns are no longer hunting you. You can come home,” was the simple message they planned to deliver to Leopaard.

Gerard wasn’t actually sure about the last part, if “home” was Port Royal on Maijha Major. Leopaard’s brother—a person who had apparently held no love for either Gwain or Leopaard—had been deposed when Sarengail and her zeds took the port, now almost a year ago. Port Royal was currently rumored to be in a state of anarchy, loosely held by jagers.

Perhaps Leopaard could bring some balance to that situation. He had been well-liked by his grishnard subjects, and he’d also been a financier of the faun Resistance. He had a legendary half-faun child. If anyone could play both sides of the board between fauns and panauns, it was Leopaard Maijha. Gwain thought that, if his father cooperated with the jagers, he might be able to bring peace to his battered kingdom. And, if not, he could at least retire somewhere familiar, where the language and customs were not entirely alien. Gwain was willing to go to great lengths to deliver this message.

Which will all be for naught if he is dead, thought Gerard. Hopefully we can get some reliable news of him while we are in Whileaway.

Gerard opened the porthole window and drew in a deep breath of the warm, salty air. He felt instantly more alive and more hopeful. Time to go into town. And then, perhaps, some fishing.

*  *  *  *
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Gwain burst into his stateroom cabin, shucking off his coat while weaving around his desk and bookcases. His office was currently serving as an extra guest cabin, so its contents were in his bedroom. He did not mind housing some of the Fangs while their ship was careened, but it made things unpleasantly tight.

The walls of Gwain’s stateroom were floor-to-ceiling cabinets, and many articulated skeletons hung from the beams overhead. They rattled in the wind from an open window and made it impossible to see the far side of the room.

“Tzu!” he shouted, “are you here? Come and taste a viper bird!” He opened a cupboard and began hunting for spirits to preserve one specimen and a sharp knife and cutting board to dissect the other. Belatedly, he thought to add, “Merta, would you like to see...?” He very much doubted it, but would be pleased to be proven wrong.

No one answered, so Gwain assumed they were both out. Pity. Tzu always loves to taste new species, and Merta... Well, if he were being honest, Merta would be less than enthusiastic about adding more dead creatures to their bedroom. But surely she would find the little deer interesting.

Gwain stooped beneath a rattling lemur skeleton and halted abruptly. The floor beneath the porthole window was empty. Gwain tried to remember what had been there. Nothing very important that he could recall. Most of the cabin had been covered when he’d been forced to consolidate his collections into a single room, so something had been there.

Surely if it were important, I would remember what it was.

Gwain thought uneasily of how Merta had thrown out a few of his specimens during moments of frustration over the course of the two seasons they’d shared. Did I upset her yesterday with all those nautical maps of the route to the Pendalons? Gwain tried to remember her reaction. He couldn’t recall that she’d said much at all.

He turned and caught sight of a bit of paper, weighted on his desk with a giant crocodile tooth. He shifted the tooth and opened the folded page. The paper was made from his own recipe. It could whirl through the fine gears of a printing machine, if he’d been inclined to make such things anymore.

As his eyes fell upon the first lines, Gwain remembered. The unimportant thing beneath the window had been...her sea chest.
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Chapter 4. The Stewards at Their Tea
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The servants’ quarters adjoining the grandest guest suite of the airship Cormorant were as luxurious as most staterooms. Two fauns sat beside the large, round window, having a late morning tea. They made a striking pair—Needles with purple hair and feathers, and Cobalt, a deep, metallic blue. They were dressed smartly in linen waistcoats and trousers of green and gold respectively, with shiny brass buttons, and a wealth of decorative stitching.

Needles had done embroidery in a workhouse before his vision deteriorated, resulting in his sale as an airship slave. Cobalt had been raised for his feathers. Both of them had been gelded in childhood. While they did not miss what they had never experienced, they frequently felt lonely and misunderstood, even by other fauns. They’d found in each other a true friend, and in the Cormorant, freedom, and a home.

Needles could still sew very well, though not fast enough for industry. Anaroo had given him a pair of spectacles from glassworkers in Holovarus, and he had proceeded to make both his own and his friends’ clothes beautiful with twining vines, birds, flowers, and fruit, all picked out in vivid colors. He was expanding his repertoire with assistance from Glossy, whose knowledge of fashion he fairly worshiped. He was serving now as captain’s steward and was tremendously proud of the fact.

Cobalt was also serving as steward—in addition to personal assistant, secretary, and a sort of apprentice—to Percival Bellwater, ship’s engineer, who had only one hand, though he was proud as a peacock and slow to ask for help.

“You turned him out very well this morning,” Needles was saying. “All those little laces, and I know he can’t reach them himself. He looked like proper gentry.”

Cobalt beamed. “It wasn’t so difficult, after him correcting me all yesterday about sines and cosines and the gearbox springs and how the second rudder works. My math is getting better, but it’s still appallingly confusing. After he’d had such a go at me about the way I was oiling the butterfly valves, it wasn’t hard to say, ‘Sir, I know you are terribly learned about airships, but would you please permit me to lace up this waistcoat because you look ridiculous when you tie it one-handed, and it is embarrassing when people call me your steward.’”

Needles snorted. “You did not say that to his face!”

“Well, near enough,” allowed Cobalt.

“Is he going to start teaching the children soon? It is my opinion that they could use some learning, what with them bounding through the ship at all hours, scratching up the floors, and smashing balls about on the lower deck.”

“You mean the jaguar, surely.”

“Well, he’s one of them.”

Cobalt laughed. “Master Bellwater, schoolmaster? I suppose it’s possible. He does know a powerful lot about proper courtly ways, him being basically Haplagian royalty, and he’s more patient than you’d think with the little ones.”

“He’d be better at it than the captain,” said Needles, “who has difficulty remembering that knowledge of airships is not imparted in the womb.”

Cobalt, who’d been on the receiving end of Silas’s shortcomings in the past, gave an uneasy chuckle.

“And Anaroo...” began Needles, and then he and Cobalt both laughed uproariously at the idea of Anaroo playing schoolmarm. “No, that will never happen,” said Needles, wiping his eyes. “If she decides they’ve earned it, she might deign to show them how to shoot a bow. But only if they present her with the teeth of their enemies, first.”

“The captain might discover himself more patient than he thought,” said Cobalt, “once that tiny thing is old enough to ask questions. He seems quite smitten with her.”

“That he does,” agreed Needles. “And he might discover a bit of the instructor in himself yet, if...” He glanced around as though to make sure no one was listening in the air outside the window.

Cobalt leaned forward. “What is it, my dear?”

“There was a letter,” murmured Needles. “Two actually, dated more than a yellow month apart. I think they went by a ship that beat us here, probably waiting for him in town the first time he visited the port authority.”

“And?” said Cobalt impatiently. “What was so special about them?”

Needles smiled nervously. “Aren’t you going to tell me that I shouldn’t be reading things on the captain’s desk?”

“When have I ever aspired to such moral heights?” queried Cobalt. “I’m a coward, not a priestess.”

Needles chortled over his tea. “I probably shouldn’t have slid the one out of its envelope, though...”

“Needles! You know he has a bite worse than that jaguar!”

“I’d never hurt him!” protested Needles. “And I fully expect your Percy to end up in the captain’s suite by year’s end, tops, so you can’t say our fortunes aren’t aligned.”

“I hope so,” said Cobalt more mildly. “Do tell me what it said.”

“I only saw a few lines and the signature,” said Needles. “If I hadn’t seen the seal in red wax, I wouldn’t have known what it meant at all.”

“You tease worse than a Serinese whore,” said Cobalt.

“It was talking about the airship academy,” said Needles with a gleam in his eyes, “and it was signed ‘Ky.’”
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Chapter 5. Councilor Phaedra
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Gerard flew into town aboard one of the Defiance’s pegasus. The Fang’s company now hosted two other griffins in addition to Felbane, but they were all staying with the Cormorant on account of the unease their presence caused among the ship’s pegasus, current alliances notwithstanding. Gerard could have recruited a dozen well-trained griffins out of the refugees in Port Holovarus, suitable for navigating or fending off pirates. They would be difficult to feed on a long sea voyage, however, and after some debate, it was agreed that three would be sufficient.

Gerard thought, uneasily, of all that open water, and wondered whether even three griffins might be too many. The idea of them starving to death or becoming lost while ranging far over the sea in search of prey filled him with dread. He thought again of the chain he’d been trying to break in his dream. This journey?

The name of the island on which he now stood was Last-Shore—a bit ominous, although it made sense. It was the closest large island to the open sea. The name was a translation from the original Lemur. All of the Sunkissed Isles had names that were unpronounceable to a grishnard, but translated quite colorfully. In addition to Last-Shore, the other three large islands were Hydra-Hunts-the-Puffin, Ship-Eater-Bay, and Fire-into-the-Sea. They were commonly abbreviated in Grishnard to L’shore, Hydrahunts, Shipeater, and Firesea. Gerard had flown over the whole archipelago when he first arrived. None were more than half the size of the Great Islands of Wefrivain, though they were all larger than Holovarus.

The inhabitants of the Sunkissed Isles lived hemmed in by danger—enormous predatory animals, earthquakes, lava flows that could change direction capriciously, and the open sea that brought ferocious storms.

And yet, they seemed at ease. His concerns for the future notwithstanding, it was difficult to feel fretful on the quay of Port Whileaway. The town retained a sleepy charm despite the recent traffic from Wefrivain. Folks from the Dragon Islands, as locals called them, had been washing up on their shores for years. This was nothing new. The refugees who’d made it this far were mostly in decent condition, as the crossing was difficult enough to discourage ragged ships crewed by dubious sailors.

Gerard felt certain that the unrest in Wefrivain had swelled the ranks of beggars and pickpockets in Whileaway, but probably not as much as in the easier-to-reach Channel Islands and the coastal cities of the Lawless Lands. At any rate, the influx had not been sufficient to perplex the local government, which Gerard understood was run by a body known as The Council of Five.

Three of them were shavier fauns, who seemed to be the most common species in the port towns. One council member was a lemur, and the other a fossa-ha or fossa shelt. Gerard had minimal experience with the former and none at all with the latter. He’d been hoping to speak to one of the faun officials. Two of them had answered his letters when the Fang and company arrived in port six days ago. Of the two, this one had seemed the most friendly.

She was a lady named Phaedra Roskons, scion of an old merchant family, whose ships made the long, arduous journey between the Sunkissed Isles and the Pendalons. Gerard had been hoping to speak to her about the voyage, as well as the trade agreement. Her home was one of many brightly colored, tightly packed houses, whose only outward sign of wealth was its height above the bay.

Gerard climbed the steep streets, breathing the salt air, and admiring the vibrant shades of the buildings. Pegasus seemed to be housed on the rooftops, and they peered down at him curiously as he passed. I wonder if they know enough to fear grishnards.

Gerard thought of the flocks of pegasus that poured through the islands of Wefrivain every year, dodging hunters and griffins. But surely the tame ones don’t migrate.

Bonded, Gerard corrected himself. The shavier call the pegasus who share their homes bonded, not tame. Using the wrong term was one of the many ways in which he might give offense.

Gerard’s knock on the councilor’s door was answered by a liveried steward. The house was long and narrow, but full of light from upper windows. Now he saw the marks of wealth. The walls were hung with art and mirrors, the cornices intricate with molding, mosaics underfoot.

The lady met him in a splendid conservatory, with a ceiling of stained glass to match the painted ceilings in the hallways, and chairs drawn up beside the immense leaves of tropical plants. A fountain murmured somewhere among the greenery.

“Prince Holovar.” She spoke in Grishnard, with only the trace of an accent. “Your letter was interesting. Please sit down.”

Gerard sat and accepted a steaming cup of the local brew, along with a tiny plate of delicacies. The inhabitants of the Sunkissed Isles drank coffee more often than tea. Gerard had not gotten used to it. However, he found the little whole fish they served with tea cakes quite charming. “Thank you for making time for me, my lady.” She was perhaps fifty, with hair streaked black and gold like a bird’s, and dark, glittering eyes. She wore the flared trousers favored by both men and women in the islands, and a beautifully stitched tunic of blue and green.

“You are welcome,” she told him. “Have any of my colleagues responded?”

“Councilor Jace Stravos responded a few days after you, my lady, with an invitation to visit him at his country villa on the far side of the island. His letter seemed more guarded than yours.”

Her eyes crinkled to slits. “Country villa... Did he really call it that?”

Gerard frowned. “Should he have called it something else, my lady?”

She shrugged. “His ideas of a country villa doubtless differ from mine. Jace is the leader of the newest faction. His family originates from the Pendalons a mere two generations back.”

Gerard smiled in answer to the tone in her voice. “Fresh off the boat.”

Phaedra laughed. “My family have been here a very long time, though we keep up an active trade with our kin across the sea. We even marry them occasionally.”

Gerard smiled again. He had heard that her husband came from the Pendalons. “I was going to ask you about the voyage, my lady. We plan to embark in a yellow month or two. I was hoping that someone from your staff might take a look at our inventory and intended route and render an opinion as to its viability.”

“Perhaps,” she said. “First, let me speak to the issue you mentioned in your letter. You wish to offer commerce with Wefrivain via Holovarus and its holdings. You will trade with us at a good rate and allow our ships to shelter in your bays and harbors—something that has never been permitted—and your brother will vouch for the safety of our people.”

Gerard nodded. “Slavery has been abolished in Holovarus, my lady.”

She peered at him. “And what of the...darker practices of your barbaric land?”

Gerard winced. I suppose we’ve earned that. “I cannot speak for the wider crescent, madam, but no talking animal is eaten in Holovarus anymore. Certainly no shelt. The temple is empty. The great wyvern is gone, and the little ones have sought shelter in Azure Bay, which is endeavoring to make a kind of home for them. I do not believe they dine upon shelts there, either, but I can only speak with confidence of Holovarus.”

The lady toyed with her coffee cup. “A convenient fact for your family. Holovarus stands to become quite wealthy if we make this agreement.”

Gerard nodded. “Yes, my lady. Still, our new and gentler policies have not come without a price. Our islands are overflowing with refugees, including escaped faun slaves. We are not sending them back to their masters, though some would bring high bounties. We are not eating them or driving them off, but, madam, we are overburdened. In exchange for the use of our ports, we ask only for something that would allow us to feed so many.”

Lady Phaedra laughed mischievously. “So coy, Your Highness.”

Gerard squirmed minutely in his chair. “Our islands are not particularly fertile. The heavily wooded portions are steep. In the areas flat enough for agriculture, heavy winter rains wash the nutrients away. In addition, your people—er, fauns, begging your pardon, lady—they require more green stuff than grishnards. They do not thrive on a diet of fish and kelp alone as we do. They can’t live on mutton, or they become ill. They need gardens, vegetables, fruit. You have the best fertilizer in the world. It would make our little farms ten times as productive if rumors are true. It would allow us to feed our population and not turn these newcomers away.”

Phaedra regarded him speculatively. “Forgive me, Your Highness, but it seems that your family will be doubly rewarded in this transaction. Your islands receive a massive boost in crop yields, perhaps enough to export, and your crown receives the wealth of our trade to sell across the Dragon Islands at whatever markup you please. In exchange, we get a single new market for our goods that will not pay the highest price.”

Gerard shrugged. If you want to bring out the claws... “Most ports in Wefrivain won’t trade with you at all. They’ll call you pirates, take your ships, enslave your crews, and eat your four-legged friends.”

Phaedra glared at him, her coquettishness vanishing like a mask. “We all know that Wefrivain is on her beam-ends, Prince Holovar. Who knows who will rule there in a year, or what their trading policies may be? I doubt very much that isolationism will prevail. They cannot afford it. Why should we make such an agreement now with little Holovarus, when we could perhaps wait and make an arrangement with Maijha or Mance?”

“Holovarus is closer,” said Gerard, although he was beginning to despair of coming to an agreement. “I think you will need at least one place in the Small Kingdoms as a steppingstone to reach the Great Islands. Our trade deal does not preclude you using our ports and then moving on to sell your goods elsewhere. It sets a small tax—lower than most such taxes in Wefrivain.”

Phaedra drummed her fingers thoughtfully on the table. Gerard could tell she was working up to something, but whether it was to tell him yes or no, he couldn’t say. He was surprised when she said, in a low voice, “What makes you think that a trade deal with Whileaway will be of any use to Holovarus in a year or two?”

Gerard opened his mouth, shut it again. “You are concerned that the jagers will not stop.”

Phaedra examined her coffee. “Why should they? Kyros Magner seems bent on conquest. The Sunkissed Isles have resources that would enrich his empire.”

Gerard considered. “The jagers are certainly a force to be reckoned with, but they are setting up organized governments on the islands they have conquered. I don’t think they want chaos.”

“You are suggesting we surrender at once?” queried Phaedra.

“I would make a deal with them, yes,” said Gerard flatly. “You’re right. These islands are not equipped to withstand jager guns. You’re less warlike than Wefrivain, and Wefrivain hasn’t withstood them, either.”

“The guns, yes,” said Phaedra carefully, “I am told that they can protect a harbor when mounted upon cliffs.”

Gerard cocked his head. “Are you hoping to fend off the organized jager fleet if they decide to—?”

“I am hoping to bargain from a position of strength,” interrupted Phaedra. “I do not think that we could withstand a determined jager assault, but I think, with the right equipment, we could make it unappetizing for them. I think we would get better terms.”

Gerard smiled grimly. “You want guns.”

Phaedra smiled back at him. “I have heard, also, that our ‘fertilizer’ is a vital component in this new warfare.”

Ah. “You heard correctly, madam. And it is obviously unwise to be anything other than candid with you. Yes, saltpeter is a vital component in the black powder that fires the guns. Wefrivain is scrambling to find sources, as we’ve never had such need of the stuff. Some of the fertilizer you trade with us may, at our discretion, be used to make gunpowder.” He took a deep breath and spoke before she could interrupt him. “Which will also be used to defend the ports in which you will be trading.”

Phaedra nodded. “I don’t think we’re really on opposite sides, Your Highness.”

You’ve certainly worked it around that way, thought Gerard. Aloud, he said, “You want low taxes and tariffs, the option to trade with the entire crescent from our ports, schematics for guns and recipes for gunpowder...in exchange for—”

“Shit,” said Phaedra cheerfully. “As you’ve said: the finest shit in the world!”

Gerard’s laugh echoed around the conservatory.

Phaedra’s grin was downright piratical. “Those are my terms, and I think once you consider them, you will not find them outrageous. We do have very high quality sh—”

“Yes, I heard you,” said Gerard.

“I am willing to make this trade,” she continued, “but a majority of the council must agree, and I can tell you that they will take some convincing. Jace has very different ideas about what we need from Wefrivain, and he has a large following in the islands. The other councilors are unlikely to even speak to you, they having so little love of grishnards. I will talk to them. If you agree to my terms, I believe I have a chance of swaying them.”

Gerard inclined his head. “Thank you, my lady. And, yes, I agree to provide you with a prototype gun, instructions on how to make more, and the recipe for black powder.”

“Four working guns,” countered Phaedra. “I know you have them on your ships. And assistance with installation on our cliffs, as well as lessons in shooting them.”

Gerard frowned. “I am not sure we will be here long enough for all that, my lady.” The Cormorants will be, but I don’t want to commit them.

She said nothing and Gerard considered. Giving away four guns is no small thing. “Let me discuss it with my companions and officers,” he said aloud.

Phaedra inclined her head. “Send me word. I will commence maneuvers with my fellow councilors.”

Gerard hesitated. “Is it not worth my even talking to Councilor Jace? He seemed willing to speak to me.”

Phaedra pursed her lips. “You can try.” Gerard couldn’t quite read her tone. “You may be shocked by what he wants.”

“You could soften the blow by just telling me,” said Gerard, but Phaedra shook her head.

“I’ll let him explain it to you. In addition, I will give you an introduction to one of my merchant captains who has sailed to and from the Pendalons many times. He will be able to assess your plans and make recommendations.”

“You are generous, my lady.”

The steward was whisking away the coffee things in a subtle hint that the interview was over. He paused to lay down a few folded messages at Phaedra’s elbow.

Gerard scooted back his chair. “I know you have other matters to attend to, Councilor, and I won’t keep you. Just one more question. Do you know anything of the whereabouts and status of the exiled grishnard king, Leopaard Maijha? He would have traveled through here about two years ago en route to the Pendalons with some dozen or more ships. There have been garbled rumors that he has set up court in those far off lands, but...”

Gerard trailed off. Phaedra’s normally animated face had become quite blank. She did not offer further prompts, nods, or conversational noises.

Gerard finished lamely, “But we are not sure.”

Phaedra began glancing through her mail. “Who was he again?”

Gerard blinked. “The Maijhan king. He fled when the god—the wyvern—asked for him in sacrifice, after it became clear that he’d been aiding the faun Resistance. He had a half-breed bastard son, Gwain Maijha. Surely you heard of the scandal, even way out here.”

Phaedra looked away with a bored expression that Gerard thought was rather poor artifice. “We do not concern ourselves with the doings of dragons and their pawns. I don’t remember this grishnard king.”

Gerard was aghast. “His fleet alone would have filled your harbor...”

Phaedra shrugged. “Perhaps he stopped on another island for supplies and then left quickly. It is all I can do to keep up with the management of my own island, Your Highness.”

Gerard was certain she was lying and poorly at that. But he had no idea why. At last, he said, “Thank you for seeing me, my lady, and for the introduction to the merchant captain. Everything you’ve said about the trade agreement is reasonable. You are right: I believe we want the same things, and we can come to an agreement about the guns. I will discuss the matter with my companions and give you a reply by this time tomorrow.” We need to move fast if we’re to finish this business before we sail.

Phaedra beamed, her face mobile once more. “I look forward to our partnership, Gerard. Or at least a partnership with your family. Have a peaceful time in our islands.”
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Chapter 6. What It Takes
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“She didn’t even say goodbye,” said Gwain to Anaroo, as they sat in the crosstrees of the Cormorant. The height of the airship put them on a level with the peak of L’shore’s volcanic cone, its mantle of green giving way to black rock near the peak, which was perpetually crowned in fog. Beyond, they could see the next two large islands in the chain, as well as innumerable little ones.

“Did she say where she intended to go?” asked Anaroo. She had a good idea, but she wanted to see whether Merta had decided to tell him.

“Firesea,” said Gwain. “She and her cousin. There’s a gazumelle community there. They found a ship going that way, and...” Gwain’s voice petered out, a deep furrow between his brows. A strand of fine, blue-gray hair tugged free of its queue and whipped across his nose in the wind. “She said I could join her. She wrote on and on about a house.”

Anaroo smiled. “She has been collecting seeds for the garden all winter, Gwain. Hadn’t you noticed?”

“I collect all kinds of things...”

Anaroo shook her head. “To plant in the ground, you great child. She wants a home! She does not want to live in a ship among your collections.” She especially doesn’t want to feel like part of your collections. “Are you going to follow her?”

Gwain said nothing for a moment. His gaze dropped from the distant peak of the island’s mysterious interior, where Anaroo knew he longed to travel, and settled on the deck below, where Silas was halfway inside the body of the Honeytail. The little sailboat had been shattered during their precipitous drop to the Cormorant’s deck during the boarding action, and her remains had lain in the Cormorant’s hold all winter as Silas trained a new crew and cared for his new baby. Nevertheless, as soon as they’d gotten into safe anchorage here in the Sunkissed Isles, he’d brought the floating sailboat up on deck. He’d been at her dawn to dusk ever since.

During most of this time, Percy had been caught up in something he was trying to do in the gearbox. Or perhaps something he was trying to calculate. Anaroo couldn’t quite make it out. She’d been down there several times to talk to him, but he always contrived to be very busy.

Today, however, he’d come up to help with the Honeytail. He was standing at the sailboat’s helm, wildly canted on the deck, one foot braced against the rail, as he fiddled with the control levers. He was wearing Ama in a sling against his chest, where she slept contently in spite of the banging Silas was making inside the sailboat, and the racket as he and Percy shouted back and forth to each other. Silas disappeared entirely as he crawled further inside the deck, his twitching tail emerging now and then as he flung out unwanted tools and then stuck out a hand to demand new ones. Anaroo gathered they were trying to install miniature gear-driven pectorals.

Most of the crew were ashore, having been given leave to explore the town. Gus had been on deck painting a few moments ago, but he’d gone below when Percy showed up. Anaroo had noticed that happening a lot lately. Should I point it out to Silas?

Gwain broke into her thoughts. “Are you going to let them raise her?”

Anaroo turned to blink at him. “What?”

Gwain was still looking at the scene below. “Your daughter.”

Anaroo opened her mouth, shut it again. “I named her, didn’t I?” We were talking about you, not me.

Gwain smiled.

Anaroo shook her ears. “I believe I have done very well by the odd little creature. She is being appropriately nurtured by an adequate number of men. She has plenty of food and shelter. No one is hunting her.”

Gwain was trying not to laugh. “I’ve just never seen you carry her around much.”

“I carry her! Whenever Percy or Silas will let go of her. And Belvedere. That little foxling would make an excellent zed. He positively loves infants.”

Gwain said nothing.

“Anyway, you haven’t answered my question,” said Anaroo. “Are you going after Merta?”

Gwain sighed. “I don’t think I should.”

Anaroo was relieved to hear it.

He continued in a low voice, “I thought we had cleared the air back on Holovarus. But...”

“Gwain, there is nothing to clear. You want different things.”

Gwain drew an aimless pattern on the beam. “I just wish she could have told me.”

“You are eleven years her senior.”

He smiled mirthlessly. “You think she outgrew me?”

“That is not what I meant at all, and you know it. But if you want look at it that way, yes. If you choose a mate who isn’t done growing up, it is possible that she will develop into someone who doesn’t like you.”

Gwain looked miserable, and Anaroo regretted her cruelty. “Merta doesn’t hate you, Gwain. But she doesn’t know how to disagree with you, and you don’t listen to things that aren’t said. You collected her off Maijha Minor like a butterfly pinned to a board. You haven’t changed your life one iota to suit her. She did all the changing, and it was too much.”

Gwain shifted on the beam. He looked back at the deck, where Glossy and Gus had brought out a luncheon for the erstwhile shipwrights. Anaroo thought it was quite magnanimous on the part of Gus.

“Is that...what it takes?” asked Gwain with a hesitation Anaroo hadn’t heard from him in years. “Giving up my collections, my travels, my goals...to have...?” he gestured towards the deck.

Anaroo considered the question.

Gwain slid his lenses out of his breast pocket, where he’d put them for the climb. He placed them on his nose, the better to see her face. “What did you give up?”

The first thought through her head was: Never losing another child. But she checked herself and said lightly, “Well, I was hellbent on skinning Silveo and wearing him as a cape.”

Gwain barked a laugh.

“But I have generously given up that goal,” said Anaroo with a sweep of her hand, “in deference to the delicate tastes of my mate, who is quite sensitive about such things.”

“Silveo would never make a cape for you,” said Gwain with mock seriousness.

“He does always insist on mittens.”

“What would you have done if you hadn’t stayed with Silas?”

“Fought in the battle alongside Nesteria,” said Anaroo immediately. “Died maybe.” And never known I was carrying that little creature. “Look, Gwain, I don’t think you are making a mistake by not upending your life to suit Merta. I don’t think she’s making a mistake by not twisting herself in knots to suit you. I do think that anyone who wants to partner with you had better know her own mind and be able to argue her points as though she stood before a tribunal.”

Gwain burst out laughing.

“Because otherwise,” continued Anaroo, “she will end up feeling like a butterfly pinned to a board. Beyond that, you can pick someone who wants different things and make a lot of compromises, or you can pick someone who wants the same things and make fewer compromises.”

Gwain considered.

Anaroo arched her back to stretch. “Or you can pick no one at all. Which has its advantages. I had three mates last time I had a family, and I don’t remember it being this difficult to manage them. I need to get Percy to spend the night in our cabin, or else there will be eternal longing looks, and possibly Silas slipping off to the guest cabin. But Percy panics every time I try to speak to him alone. Why are grishnards so wretchedly prudish?”

Gwain smiled. “Zeds are direct because they don’t have time to be anything else. The zeds of Maijha Minor, at least.”

“Grishnards have far too much time, or they think they do,” said Anaroo, “time to prevaricate endlessly.”

Gwain let out a long breath. Anaroo thought he was actually relieved to have Merta gone. He wants permission to feel it.

“Well, Whileaway certainly gives you a sense of having all the time in the world,” he said, “but we’re only here for a yellow month or two, and I simply must get as many specimens as possible!”

“More viper birds?”

“No, I have an adequate number of those.”

“I think I see a flippered crocodile out beyond the reef.”

“I might have some trouble getting it into my cabin.”

“Hydra?”

“I was thinking of beetles. Or perhaps frogs.”

“Of course you were.”

Below them, a pegasus had landed on deck, and someone in a red cape and plumed hat was climbing down. Anaroo and Gwain heard his cheerful hail, but they weren’t close enough to catch the words as he strode towards the Honeytail.

An instant later, Percy was down from the helm, and Anaroo thought he would have embraced the stranger if Ama hadn’t been battened to his chest between them. There was a moment of quick introductions, Silas waving uncertainly from the other end of the sailboat. Percy unshipped Ama, came around the prow to hand her to Silas, and then strolled off arm-in-arm with the newcomer. They disappeared below decks.

Well, thought Anaroo, this is interesting. Nobody can prevaricate forever, it seems. Not even grishnards. Or leons. Certainly not zeds. She swung herself into the ratlines in preparation for climbing down. “I believe you may have an opportunity to witness me holding Ama,” she said to Gwain, “as I am positive that Silas cannot crawl about inside the Honeytail with her. Also, he’ll certainly need someone to pass him tools while he bellows.”
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Chapter 7. Quite Free
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“Zael.” Percy looked at his old friend with real affection and no small degree of wonder. Zael was an actor by trade—a mountain grishnard with dark hair and flashing blue eyes. He’d hung his red cape and plumed hat beside the door of Percy’s cabin. The cape was a little threadbare, patched unapologetically in whatever colors must have been easily to hand. It had a few more patches than Percy last remembered.

The coat and trousers underneath were periwinkle blue, also patched, but the lace spilling from the sleeves and throat looked clean and new. Zael’s state of affairs had always been easy to read in his clothing. Percy thought he must be doing well, all things considered. “How did you get here?” Percy asked.

“You first,” said Zael. “Mine will take until evening. Maybe half the night.”

Percy was surprised at the way his hand stuttered over the glass of wine he was pouring. He was glad Zael was currently transfixed by the window, which gave a jaw-dropping view of the islands and wrapped halfway around the floor.

“Well,” said Percy, “as to that... We sailed the Anemone into the great battle with the jagers, lost of course, grounded on a reef, nearly destroyed. We were assisted off by an airship. When she came out to help us, the jagers attacked and sunk her, but not before we managed to take her crew aboard. We captured this current airship, the Cormorant, from jagers in the Small Kingdoms—hell of a boarding action—and I am currently her engineer. She needs a devoted one, as she’s an antique with a dreadfully complex gearbox. The Anemone is still sailing, still with me, in fact. Layjen has taken her on a bit of a scouting expedition around the Sunkissed Isles while we get our bearings here in Whileaway. Two of our companion ships intend to sail to the Pendalons, but the Cormorant and Anemone will be back in the Great Islands when it seems safe. That’s my tale of woe, such as it is.”

Zael had turned from the window, his eyes bright with laughter. “That sounds highly abbreviated.”

“I’m a sailor, not an actor,” said Percy. He handed Zael a drink and then took a sip of his own.

“I’m certain you could be an actor. Did you lose your arm in the boarding action?”

Percy tried not to wince. “No, that was the battle with the jagers.”

“Well, I am glad to see that it hasn’t slowed you down.”

“It did for a time,” said Percy with a brittle smile. “But I am doing better. Please have a seat and tell me your own adventure.”

So they sat in plush chairs before the great window, and Zael told Percy about hiding in a cellar during the sack of a Maijhan port town by Sarengail’s followers. He’d spent days in the jungle thereafter, hungry and fearful, haunted by the smell of burning bodies. Zael had joined other grishnard survivors, scavenged weapons, found an abandoned boat, and at last the group had made a desperate bid to reach Mance. They probably would have starved in the crossing, but luckily had been taken up by a grishnard ship.

The ship had been bound for the Isle of Alba, but turned back when they saw smoke rising from the port. They’d come ashore at last in Grayling, desperate for supplies, but found conditions only marginally better there. Jagers had taken the port, which was thick with desperate people fleeing outright slaughter on the Great Islands. Zael had left the ship when a mutiny seemed imminent. He’d survived for a brief time as a street performer, and then managed to find friends aboard a vessel headed out of Wefrivain. There’d been storms, disease, and hunger in the crossing, but they’d managed to make Whileaway before the worst of winter set in.

“I could have thanked you many times over, my dear,” said Zael, “for teaching me to make myself useful aboard a ship. I know I’ll never make a first-rate sailor, but I can haul on the right rope at the right time, knot and splice, and climb into the crosstrees without losing my head. I doubt I’d be here otherwise.”

Percy smiled. “You could learn anything you turned your mind to, Zael. Did you find work in Whileaway?”

Zael snorted. “As though I have ever worked a day in my life!”

Percy laughed. Zael was exactly the sort of reckless rogue who had exemplified his affairs both before and after his marriage. Percy rephrased his question: “Have you managed to amuse yourself in a way that keeps you fed?”

“I have indeed! There’s a tradition of arts here, and the ruling families have plenty of money. Even the merchant class can afford the finer things. I performed in taverns and on the street for a bit when I arrived, ran into a few old friends, joined forces, and then the local troupe picked us up. We perform in the theater for cheap tickets, and privately all over town. We’re doing well.”

“I am happy to hear it,” said Percy.

Zael’s handsome face took on a gentler expression. “I have more news for you. I don’t know whether it’s good or bad.”

Percy was glad he’d had that drink. “If it’s about the Kestrel—my father’s ship—I already know she was sunk in the battle with the jagers. I know Bellwater Bay was sacked and burned.”

Zael nodded, watching his face. “Your father and brothers are dead, Percy. They were among the list of confirmed casualties. Your mother seems to have died in the fires at the estate. There was chaos on Haplag for a red month or so, but as the zeds moved on, the jagers moved in, and they have a more...organized approach.”

Percy raised one eyebrow. “Are they hunting me? Concerned that they missed one?”

Zael winced. “Nothing like that. I meant that claims upon property are being honored. Some courts have resumed to settle disputes, and many banks have started to reopen with the blessing of the new rulers. I’m certain the Bellwater fortune is largely intact. Your fortune, now.”

Percy’s drink stopped halfway to his lips. For some reason, this idea had never occurred to him. He started to laugh, low and helpless.

Zael smiled nervously. “I know it seems strange. There’s more...”

Percy got control of himself. “Forgive me. I was just thinking of how mortified my father would be that I’m the last one standing. Please continue.”

“Your wife is alive, and your two children.”

Percy went completely still. He could not have named the feeling that went through him. He could not have said a word.

“She’s in Merdent in the Lawless Lands,” continued Zael, “along with the surviving royal court of Haplag. You might be able to go home, but they can’t. Or not easily. I believe they are experiencing quite a bit of poverty and uncertainty right now. Percy, are you alright?”

“I—” Percy forced his face into some kind of reassuring expression. “Forgive me; I’m startled, that’s all. I thought they were dead or worse.”

“Is it good news?” asked Zael. “I didn’t think you were close.”

“I haven’t seen them in six years.” I never saw the children unsupervised at all. My oldest is thirteen, and I don’t know him. My wife hates me. I can’t blame her.

I can’t think about this.

Percy set down his glass with a solid chink on the small table. “Thank you for telling me, Zael. I owe you.”

Zael snorted. “You’d have heard eventually. But actors get all the gossip first. I’d really like to hear more of yours. Because I think you left out all the best parts of that story. The airship that sank...that wasn’t the Scarlet Albatross by any chance?”

Percy gave a lopsided grin. Zael had been the recipient of too many rants about Silas and the Albatross not to make the connections. He knew rather too much about the whole business.

“That was him on deck, wasn’t it?” continued Zael. “I thought the name was familiar. Gods, Percy, this is simply too juicy. You have to tell me the story!” He was growing more animated as the implications set in. “He lost his ship rescuing you? Oh, that is beautiful! Was he terribly wounded? Did he fall into your arms?”

Percy rolled his eyes. “Do not start making a ballad of this! What actually happened was...it was much more complicated than that.”

Zael waggled his eyebrows. “Is it still?”

“No,” said Percy decisively. “I mean, we’re friends again. And I’m his engineer.”

Zael looked disappointed. “So you didn’t...?”

“We got it out of our systems, yes.”

Zael cackled. “You have to tell me.”

Percy was grinning now, blushing a little. That was odd. There’d been a time when he could have told Zael any story, no matter how lurid, without a stutter. “You want the version that lasts all night?” he heard himself say.

“If you are quite free,” purred Zael.

You never cared whether I was quite free before, thought Percy, although he knew that was unfair. He’d set the tone when it came to lack of respect for his marriage. “I am,” he said aloud. Although Silas will certainly be annoyed that I’m not there to help him install the drivetrain.

“Then come into town with me!” exclaimed Zael. “I have a performance this evening, a tavern full of friends, and pleasant apartments afterward, although...” His eyes skipped around the suite. “I certainly can’t claim such opulence as this. We could come back here...”

Percy glanced at the bed and could not help remembering that night after the cutting out, when he and Silas had discovered this cabin while bounding around the ship, drunk on victory and Lord Holovar’s best wine. They’d curled up in that bed and...gotten it out of their systems. He shook himself. “I would be happy to spend a night ashore. Let me pack a few things.”
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Chapter 8. The Mysterious Fate of Leopaard Maijha
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Silveo was reading an almanac in their cabin when Gerard returned late that afternoon. Gerard had spent nearly a watch fishing in a sheltered cove. He’d needed time to think, and he’d done that. Now he wanted to talk. “Silveo, have you managed to turn up any news of Leopaard?”

Silveo glanced up from the book. His pale hair looked wind-blown, but clean, his plain linen and sailcloth clothes a little rumpled, presumably from the shooting expedition on the cliffs. His shirt was half open, and a necklace of lapis and silver gleamed against his chest, making his eyes look even bluer. He looked slightly sunburned and at ease. He looked happy.

Gerard forgot what he’d been planning to say.

Silveo smiled. “What?”

Gerard shook his head. He sat down on the bed and stretched out. “Nothing.”

Silveo shut the book. “You’re such a terrible liar.”

“Target practice suits you.”

“It always has. I believe I have been Anaroo’s target practice on more than one occasion.”

Gerard smiled. “You’ve made a friend...in spite of her best efforts.” He put out an arm and Silveo scooted over beside him.

“I am irresistibly charming. Is it the knives or the poison, do you suppose?”

Gerard tucked him a little closer. “It’s certainly your ridiculous tail.” His fingers caught in the salt-tangled fluff. He tried to brush it out for a moment and then gave up.

“It’s probably my excellent manners and sense of public decorum,” continued Silveo as he got a leg over Gerard’s hips.

“Or your pretty eyes,” said Gerard. He put a hand to Silveo’s cheek.

“It’s definitely my unassailable moral character,” said Silveo, switching to a more intimate form of communication as he caught one of Gerard’s fingers in his mouth. He sucked, his tongue rubbing suggestively over the tip, his hips matching the rhythm lower down.

Gerard caught his breath. “Or maybe it’s your generosity, consistent loyalty to your friends, and sincere wish to make amends for past wrongs.” He spoke in Silveo’s head, savoring that feeling of total connection.

“Don’t be absurd,” said Silveo. “No one finds that stuff charming.”

“I do.”

“You are absurd.”

He leaned forward for a kiss, and Gerard took the opportunity to get them both out of their trousers. Silveo started to slide down his body, but Gerard said, “Uh-uh. My turn for practice.”

He was still a little new at giving oral pleasure, at least to a man, but the truth was that Silveo needed a lot more practice receiving than Gerard needed at giving. It had taken a long time for Silveo to be able to relax and let himself be loved. It had taken even longer for him to let Gerard flip him onto his back and pin him to the bed while his long climax was still shuddering through his body.

Gerard reached for the bottle of oil on their bedside table without taking his eyes off his partner. Silveo stared up at him, trembling, his cheeks and lips pink, his eyes limpid. Gerard couldn’t detect the faintest spark of alarm through their shared bond, just a glazed ecstasy. He shifted Silveo’s hips up and pressed himself inside, inducing another spasm of pleasure that blossomed in his own mind like velvet and spice.

Gerard let himself thrust, picking up speed as Silveo wrapped his legs around Gerard’s waist, pressed his cheek against his chest, and did his best not to make the whole ship aware of their activities with his breathless whimpers.

A quarter watch later, after they’d opened the window to get some air through the cabin and made an effort to clean up, Silveo said, “You asked about Leopaard. I confess, I haven’t tried to learn anything yet. I was going to suggest we speak to one of the merchants who returned from the Pendalons recently. I assume you beat me to it?”

Gerard nodded. “After a fashion.” He told Silveo about his conversation with Councilor Phaedra. When he got to the part about the “best shit in the world,” Silveo burst out laughing.

“It is, though,” said Gerard, feeling his ears redden. “The guano from the seabirds on their offshore numeraries is second to none.”

Silveo cocked his head. “Doesn’t Holovarus have plenty of bird poop of its own? You’ve got uninhabited numeraries aplenty.”

“We do, but they’re too wet. Rain washes away the nutrients. The Sunkissed Isles all have a dry and a wet side because of the prevailing winds and the volcanic peaks. The dry side beyond Whileaway has the largest offshore bird colonies. Also, more birds migrate through these islands. There’s more to eat.”

“More birds, indeed,” said Silveo in a speculative voice. He got out of bed and started slowly dressing for dinner. “I wonder what kind of guano comes out of viper birds.” He told Gerard the story of his adventures with Anaroo and Gwain on the cliffs that morning.

“Well, I’m glad you had the little guns,” said Gerard as he went in search of his own trousers. “I do wish Gwain would get a local guide before plunging into unknown lands with a net and a collecting jar. What do you think about giving the Council here some of our big guns?”

Silveo considered. “We’ve got fourteen. I believe we could part with four.”

“So you’re willing to let me trade them to Phaedra? Assuming she can talk her fellow councilors into it?”

“Yes. Let’s send your brother some world-class shit.”

Gerard’s laugh echoed around the cabin. “It really will make a huge difference to our little farms.” Their little farms, Gerard corrected himself internally. Holovarus is not my home anymore. But he felt like an ambassador, representing his family on distant shores. Small, provincial Holovarus had never needed such a person before. Gerard found that he liked the role and decided to enjoy it as long as he could. To Silveo, he continued the story of his interview with Phaedra Roskons, ending with their curious exchange about Leopaard Maijha.

Silveo frowned. “That is odd. Leopaard might not have arrived here with his entire fleet intact, but he would still have had a striking number of large ships, along with a striking amount of coin to spend on supplies. Even if he used the dockyard on a different island, surely he would have at least watered on L’shore before embarking. Two years isn’t so long ago. I doubt a local ruler would have missed it...or forgotten.”

“I’m sure she didn’t,” said Gerard. “I’m quite certain she was lying and was at no pains to hide the fact. But if I was supposed to divine a hidden communication, I missed it.”

“I should have gone along,” said Silveo dryly. “Did you speak to her ship’s captain?”

“I did, and here’s where it gets even stranger. After he’d given me some advice about the crossing, the currents, and the winds, I asked about Leopaard. This captain remembered the Maijhan fleet vividly. Eight grand ships, he said. They spent an entire winter in the Sunkissed Isles. They sailed for the Pendalons two years ago in spring and are there still. He laid eyes on one of the ships when he was in those parts this summer.”

“Well, that corresponds to what we’ve been told,” said Silveo.

Gerard held up a hand. “Then I asked if he’d heard anything of King Leopaard himself. The captain shook his head and said, ‘Not sure he made the crossing.’”

Silveo’s eyebrows rose.

Gerard hurried on. “I pressed him, but he didn’t seem to want to talk about it. He changed his story several times. At one point, he said, ‘I heard he might have settled in the islands,’ by which he seemed to mean these islands.”

Silveo turned away from the mirror to look Gerard in the face. His expression was unreadable. “Well,” he said after a moment. And then he didn’t seem to know what to say next. Gerard could feel the churn of his thoughts.

“I went around the whole dockyard after that. I asked anybody who seemed willing to talk to me. Most of them remembered the Maijhan fleet. Most of them told me that Leopaard is ruling a grishnard settlement in the Pendalons. I also heard variously that he is dead—either killed in the crossing or perhaps shortly before the ships sailed—or that he chose to leave his fleet and settle here in the Sunkissed Isles. Those who believe he remained in the islands couldn’t give me any idea where. One winked at me and told me that exiled grishnard kings fleeing from vengeful dragons are well-advised to change their names and live quietly.”

Silveo crossed his arms and stared at the ceiling. “Gwain should hear this.”

“I know,” said Gerard, “but I wanted time to think how to frame it. This is potentially divisive news. Some members of our party will want to cancel the expedition. Gwain may feel that his plans are being attacked.”

Silveo grunted. Gerard let him think. After a while, Silveo said, “Are you still going to see this Jace character?”

“I don’t see why not. I am curious about his ‘country villa’ that seemed to so amuse Phaedra. I wonder whether he will say the same thing she did about Leopaard. I wonder whether his reaction might give me more clues about hers.”

“His home is on the far side of the island?” asked Silveo.

“Yes, the wet side.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“Are you sure? I know these political maneuvering sessions aren’t your favorite thing—”

“Yes, but lies are my native language.”

Gerard tried not to laugh.

“And don’t you dare say I’m losing my edge, because it will break my heart,” quipped Silveo. “That’s the dinner bell. Are we going to tell Gwain any of this tonight?”

Gerard hesitated. “About the guns? Yes. About his father? No. Unless you disagree. I’d prefer to wait another day or two, and see if we can gather more definitive information. Let’s find out what Councilor Jace has to say.”
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Chapter 9. Intruder
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Gwain accepted an invitation from Anaroo to dine aboard the Cormorant that evening. News about Merta had spread, as these things tended to do. Marlo had given Gwain a sympathetic look as they passed in a corridor. Mink had asked him if he needed anything. Tzu had come to alight upon his head, where she proceeded to groom his ears. Gwain considered this show of sympathy quite magnanimous on her part, as he felt certain that nobody would miss Merta less than Tzu.

The pegasus who flew him up to the Cormorant asked politely whether he planned to spend the night ashore, drinking in the taverns perhaps. “There are many friendly women about the port, sir.”

Gwain tried to be patient. “I am not in need of company this evening, thank you.”

He wished everyone would stop asking him how he was. If he were very truthful, he didn’t feel particularly overwrought about Merta’s departure. On some level, he suspected he was more disappointed in himself for being unable to live companionably with another shelt than in the loss of this particular woman. That thought made him feel guilty.

Did I not love her?

Merta had been physically beautiful, with her dark eyes, long lashes, and small, willowy body. She had endured considerable trauma in the last three years, and she had needed tenderness and comfort that Gwain could provide, at least for a while. Merta represented all the hurt and loss and mystery of Maijha Minor, condensed into one suffering soul. Gwain had felt useful, needed, admired. But then...

Anaroo was right: we did want different things. Merta had talked about her old home more and more over the winter, stitching images from Maijha Minor into blankets and clothes. She longed for open, dewy fields and a home with unmoving walls. But more than that, she missed a community of like-minded people. She did not long to wake up each day with a new view out her porthole window, amid friends and colleagues of such varied origins that they remained something of a mystery to each other. Merta longed for sameness. Gwain could not claim to understand.

But Anaroo was wrong about one thing, thought Gwain. He had not been oblivious to Merta’s dissatisfaction. It had come through in a thousand little ways and minor squabbles, causing him to spend less and less time in his cabin. Their moments of physical intimacy had dwindled, too. Sex had become a sleepy, fumbling business in the middle of the night—no words exchanged, no light—acts that felt like a dream the next morning. Her unhappiness had been a steadily growing shadow in Gwain’s mind. Now it had lifted, and he could not summon tears. What does that make me?

Probably someone who should live alone.

Or not alone, exactly. Now Tzu could sleep on the pillow beside his head again without being resented by his lover. Although perhaps she doesn’t want to anymore. She’d begun sleeping in Felbane’s nest box that winter in the face of Merta’s clear distaste. Felbane was currently housed aboard the Cormorant.

I tried to make two females happy, and I managed to offend them both. This idea brought an unexpected laugh in the middle of dinner. Anaroo glanced at Gwain with concern. He hadn’t been saying much. Gwain tried to decide whether the joke was worth explaining out loud.

Silas leaned past Anaroo and said, “I’m told you had a successful collecting trip this morning, Gwain. However, I hear it was only mammals and birds. Anaroo says you may yet pursue something interesting.”

Gwain laughed and his apathy lifted a little. “I certainly intend to! The stories I have heard about the insects of the interior defy belief!”

“I am told you may need an archer for these insects,” said Anaroo placidly.

“You think I’m joking,” said Gwain. “I am not.”

“It sounds like we may need an archer to kill dangerous ground birds,” observed Silas.

“I have a vision of the two of you crouched over a butterfly while I fend off some sort of feathered serpent,” said Anaroo.

“I can help with the serpent,” offered Gus from the opposite side of the table. “I’m sure to be useless with the butterflies.”

Gwain noticed that Percival’s place at the table was empty this evening, and Gus seemed a bit more talkative.

Silas continued, “I’ve heard that the metallic butterflies are abundant near the volcano. Is this what you’ve heard as well?”

By the time Gwain returned to his cabin that evening, he was buoyant with wine and with plans for an interior expedition. He was so lost in these thoughts that he’d shut his cabin door and gotten halfway across the room before he realized that he was not alone. Gwain could not have said exactly how he knew this, but years of espionage sent a frisson of alarm through his body and he halted beside his desk. “Tzu?”

No answer. The nearest lamp was beside his bed, unlit, a good five paces away through a maze of crates and hanging skeletons. The cabin was very dark, but the porthole window was open, letting in a trace of starlight. Gwain’s wine-fogged brain began spitting out random observations: The porthole window was wide open. He’d cracked it earlier for Tzu, but he hadn’t left it wide. The ship wasn’t rocking enough to have flung it that way. The papers on his desk had been riffled. In the gloom, he could just make out the one on top. It was a broadsheet, advertising local guides. It had not been on top earlier.

Gwain focused as hard as he could, trying to tune out the gentle creaks of a ship in sheltered anchorage. He was almost certain he could hear someone else breathing in the room.

Moving as quietly as possible, he lifted a letter opener off the desk, nearly upsetting the inkwell. I am out of practice.

His lovingly articulated skeletons swung gently, making a soft clattering noise as a breeze swept the cabin. Gwain’s ears flicked. He could almost swear that someone had taken advantage of the ambient rustle of bones to walk or slide over the floor to his left.

I should shout for help, he thought and then discarded the idea. There is probably no one here. The papers could have been shuffled by one of my friends for some innocent reason. Tzu could have come in and flung the porthole wide on her way out. If I make a fuss, the crew will say that Merta left me, and I had a nervous fit on my first night alone. We’re about to start on a long, uncertain voyage at my request. I need them to trust my judgment.

But... If there was an assailant in his cabin, it would be a damned shame to get his throat cut just because he was too proud to call for help. I’ll back out of the room, quietly get Marlo or Sirwen, and we’ll return with a lamp and a couple of swords. Those two won’t think any the worse of me, and nobody else needs to know. Marlo, particularly, had worked as a spy for years. If anybody understood the paranoia that could linger as a result, it was Marlo.

Gwain backed towards the door, threading his way between the boxes, letter opener in hand, trying to keep his eyes on as much of the shadowy room as possible. He almost wished that Merta had jettisoned more of his collections. He didn’t actually have line-of-sight to the door at this moment, which suddenly seemed like an extreme error in interior decorating.

Gwain scooted around a pile of crates and saw the door. At the same time, a dark blur exploded over the boxes to his right and vaulted towards the window. The part of Gwain’s mind that was still a spy and a fire dancer informed him that the intruder had probably expected him to walk further into the room. This person had, therefore, moved around in the direction of the door, trying to get behind him. When Gwain retraced his steps, he’d unwittingly backed the intruder into a corner.

Gwain had a split second to think, He’s not attacking me; I should run.

Then he leapt over the boxes and tackled the fleeing intruder to the floor amid a shower of papers and bones.

It was reckless. It was also the most exhilarating thing he’d done in some time.

“Who are you?” spat Gwain as he came up on top. In spite of the wine, his training had taken over, and he had his opponent in a chokehold with an arm around his throat and a knee in his back. He’d lost the letter opener somewhere in the rush, but if the intruder had been holding a weapon, it had been lost as well. The stranger was no bigger than Gwain, possibly a little smaller. He was completely garbed in black, and it was difficult to see details in the shadowy room. He was fighting like a wildcat.

Gwain caught one wrist and tried to twist the arm, so that his opponent would be forced to yield or break. But the body beneath him contorted like an eel, somehow managed to elbow him in the face, and they were both on their feet again, lashing at each other. Gwain had time to think, I wish I was wearing my hoof blades, and then something very hard connected with his abdomen and punched the wind from his lungs.

Gwain stumbled back against a crate and sat down with a jarring thump. He couldn’t get a breath. He wondered whether he had been stabbed. He didn’t dare look away from his opponent to find out.

The stranger bent to retrieve something from the floor. Gwain thought for a moment it was a weapon and rallied himself to stand, but then his attacker turned and fled across the room. The shadowy figure vaulted over boxes until he reached the porthole window, where he paused to put something between his teeth.

Gwain squinted. Is it a bone? It looked like a small rib. The intruder slid through the open window, still holding the object in his mouth, and disappeared.

Gwain heard a splash. He inflated his reviving lungs and bellowed, “Help!”
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Chapter 10. Climbing Teeth and Tiny Shells

[image: image]


Moments later, Gwain’s cabin was swarming with people. Tzu sat wrapped around his shoulders, licking the blood that trickled from his nose and threatened to drip down his chin. “I’m alright,” Gwain kept telling her.

He had a welt on his stomach just below his solar plexus. He suspected it would make quite a bruise by morning. He had not been stabbed, though, for which he was grateful.

The Defiance’s people had found a small rowboat tethered to the ship near Gwain’s cabin window, but no trace of his attacker. The sailor on watch had apparently missed the whole thing, the night being dark and moonless, and their situation in the harbor so peaceful that nobody was on high alert.

There was nothing in the rowboat except oars. “He landed in the water,” Gwain kept saying. “I heard the splash.”

“Probably drowned then,” said Sirwen.

“I don’t think so,” said Gwain. “He knew I would raise the alarm. There was no way he could escape from our pegasus and griffins in a rowboat. He decided to swim instead.”

“It’s a long swim,” said Marlo doubtfully, “and he’d be even easier prey for a griffin in the water.”

“Not easier to see,” countered Gwain. “I’ve jumped into the water to escape from griffins before. On a dark night in a moving ocean, a swimming shelt is almost invisible.”

“Well, the ocean’s not moving much,” said Gerard, “and blue moon is rising now. The griffins have been back and forth over the water between here and the harbor several times. I think they would have seen a swimmer.”

Silveo was wandering around the cabin, sniffing. “Do I need to tell you it was a faun?” he asked.

Gwain laughed, sending a stab of discomfort though his bruised ribs. “I somehow guessed that.” The purpling welt on his abdomen was hoof-shaped. It had little spiky indentations. Not blades, thought Gwain with some admiration. Climbing teeth. He’d used that kind of shoe before, though admittedly not as often as hoof blades.

“Shavier faun,” pronounced Silveo. “I found this, too, although it could have come from a pegasus mount.” He laid a single, bright red feather on Gwain’s desk.

“‘Shavier faun’ doesn’t narrow it down much,” said Mink. “They’re the most common species in the port. What do you think he was after, Gwain?”

“Well, it wasn’t coins. My money belt is hanging right there beside the desk.” He thought for a moment. “The fellow stopped for something as he was running for the window. Something that I think he’d already been carrying when I interrupted him. He put it in his mouth...so that his hands would be free for swimming, I suppose. I think it was...” A rib bone? That doesn’t make sense. Gwain tried to throw his mind back to that moment in the moonlight. “I’m not sure,” he finished. “I’ll have a look tomorrow, see if I can figure out what’s missing.”

There was a pointed silence while everyone tried very hard not to look around at the chaos of Gwain’s collections, projects, and notes.

“Well,” said Silveo at last, “he wasn’t after your life, at least. He could have cut your throat once he had you down.”

“I’d have liked to see him try,” growled Gwain.

Silveo gave him an ironic smile. “It is frustrating to be outmaneuvered in your own bedroom, isn’t it? Shout for help earlier next time.”

Gwain stifled the urge to give Silveo a rude gesture.

“We’ll set an extra watch in the stern,” said Sirwen. “There’s a view of your cabin window from that position.”

“And I’ll have the pegasus do one more pass over the water between here and the harbor,” added Mink.

“Consider keeping your window locked tonight,” said Marlo.

“I will sleep here,” pronounced Tzu.

“No,” Gwain told her gently, “not with the window closed. This is your time to hunt. Go back to Felbane’s nest box. I will be perfectly safe with the window locked.”

A short time later, he stood in his cabin alone with all the lamps lit, walking slowly among the boxes. So far, he had no idea what might be missing, although at least none of the locked crates appeared to have been forced. Still, that left an intimidating volume of material.

Gwain stared, unseeing, into the eyeless gaze of a gazelle skull. What was he after?

In the scuffle, the papers from the desk had been scattered across the room. Gwain noticed the broadsheet that had been on top of the pile earlier now lying on the floor. His assailant had stepped on it at some point, leaving a toothed hoofprint as clear as the one on Gwain’s stomach.

Gwain started to scoop up the broadsheet for a closer look, then hesitated. He crouched and carefully lifted the paper, keeping it flat. There was a small amount of what he’d taken for sand on it. Looking more closely, he saw that it was tiny, broken seashells.

Gwain thought about his hoof blades. One of the reasons he preferred them to climbing teeth was the tendency for small objects to sometimes get wedged in the latter. He got out a magnifying glass and examined the seashells under the brightest lamp in the room. At last, he tipped the fragments into a jar. Then he blew out the lamps and went to bed.
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Chapter 11. What You Wanted
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Gerard opened his eyes in brilliant sunlight. It was glaring off open water, and he had to blink several times to clear his vision. He looked around, squinting, smelling salt.

He was in the stern of his own little sailboat, the Meerkat, skimming along over a calm sea. Silveo was curled up asleep on the floor of the boat, his fluffy tail wrapped around him. And beyond Silveo, in the prow...

“Thess.”

She turned at the sound of his voice. Gerard got up, secured the boom, and went forward. He noticed, as he passed Silveo, that the foxling was wearing white samite, lapis jewelry, blue boots trimmed with lapis scales. The clothes looked familiar, although he felt certain he hadn’t seen them recently.

Gerard sat down beside Thessalyn in the prow. The wind was steady, the sea almost flat. They were making great time towards... Where are we going?

Thessalyn put out a hand to Gerard’s arm and smiled. “This is what you wanted.”

Gerard was bewildered. “Is it?”

“The three of us. Running away.”

Gerard remembered suddenly where he’d seen Silveo’s clothes. Moon Festival. The night they’d brought the fauns from the Watersprite to Morchella. Anaroo had been in that group. It was the night she’d been interrogated, the night Dakar had demonstrated her powers on Silveo. Gwain knocked me down in the street and put an invitation to parley on Maijha Minor in my pocket. Gods, I wish I had never found it.

“This was the crossroads,” said Thessalyn, as though she could read his mind. “This is where it could have gone differently.” She waved her hand around the boat and the sea. “It could have gone like this, maybe.”

“I almost took Silveo back to the Fang, put you both in my sailboat, and ran,” agreed Gerard.

“Do you really think he would have come?” asked Thessalyn.

“I don’t know. He wasn’t himself that night. I think he would have come, but he might have regretted it the next day.”

“I doubt that,” said Thess meditatively.

I am talking to myself.

“We would have raised our baby in the Lawless Lands,” said Gerard. He grew more animated as his mind fully engaged with the fantasy. “Thess, Silveo loves babies!”

She gave a startled giggle, for all the world as though he had actually surprised her. As though he weren’t talking to himself.

“Well, not babies, maybe,” Gerard corrected himself. “But children. He’s so good with his own, and with Mouse and Dakar. You’d never think it of him. But he would have been...” Gerard was overcome with emotion for a moment and couldn’t continue. At last, he said, “He would have been fine. We would have been fine. If I had only...”

She leaned over and hugged him.

“If I had been just a little braver,” continued Gerard miserably. “If I had run away that night, and taken you both with me, Silveo never would have lost his tongue. Neither of us would have been sold as slaves. All those fauns on Maijha Minor wouldn’t have died because he was trying to protect me from Morchella. Alsair would still be alive. And you...”

“I wouldn’t be stuck here,” agreed Thess, her hand warm on his back. She thought for a moment. “We might not have changed the world, though. And we did change the world. Didn’t we?”

Gerard thought of Thessalyn’s song in Gwain’s book, running the length and breadth of Wefrivain. It was a gentler message than Sarengail’s, and might still take root in some places. It had certainly taken root in Holovarus.

I killed Morchella to avenge you and Silveo and Alsair, he thought. We toppled a cruel tyrant. We set in motion the events that ended slavery in Holovarus and, in time, probably all of Wefrivain. “Yes,” he said aloud, “we changed the world.” But, oh, the price.

“Do you think I would have been happy if we’d run away that night?” asked Thess. “If we’d ended up as paupers in the Lawless Lands?”

Gerard thought about it. “I...I don’t see why not?”

“I love art and music,” she said gently. “I was trained to give counsel to those in need, to spin stories out of people’s lives, so that they can better understand what happened to them. I was trained to make sense of history by giving it narrative, to invent the ballads that will be sung a hundred years from now. I was good at it, Gerard.”

He blinked. He was struggling to keep up with her, which seemed strange, since he was only talking to himself.

“I think you and Silveo would have been content raising a child in some out-of-the-way place in the Lawless Lands,” said Thess, “and maybe I would have been happy for a while, but not forever.”

They sat still for a moment, considering this, the wind ruffling their hair and clothes. Gerard was struck by the vividness of the dream—the play of light over water, the smell of brine, the firm warmth of Thessalyn’s hand in his. He could actually trace the harp string calluses on her fingers. He glanced at Silveo again. This felt like the kind of dream they had together. But Silveo was still sound asleep.

“I wish I had gotten to make some of those choices,” said Thessalyn. “I was on the Fang when you decided not to run away. You talked to me about it before and after, but I was never part of what happened that evening.”

Gerard winced. “I did ask you—”

“You did. But, Gerard, I wouldn’t have even been on the ship if I hadn’t followed you across the crescent against your wishes. If I had done as you wanted, I would never have met Silveo. I tried to exert my autonomy, but I was so young... In the end, I lived or died by your choices.”

In spite of her mild voice, the words hit Gerard like a punch in the gut. He buried his face in his hands. Her fingers drifted over his back. “Oh, love, don’t take it as a personal failing. There were never any paths for me that didn’t involve being at the mercy of some powerful person’s choices.”

“It shouldn’t have been that way,” whispered Gerard.

“It’s still that way,” said Thess.

Gerard raised his head to stare at her. Thess had turned back towards the horizon. She folded her hands over her breasts as though transfixed by the beauty of the sea, statuesque, with the wind in her face, catching her hair.

There was something wrong with her hair. Gerard blinked. It had stopped moving. She had stopped moving. Looking down, he saw that her body disappeared into the hull of the boat. When he put out a hand to touch her shoulder, the silk of her gown had turned to smooth paint, and the warm skin of her shoulder to cool wood. “Thess!”

Her eyes rolled sideways at him, and her lips moved—the only living parts of her wooden face. “I’m your figurehead, Gerard. I have always been your figurehead.”

He reeled back, a scream catching in his throat. “Silveo,” he managed, “Silveo, please wake up.” But the foxling on the floor of the boat did not stir.

“I am your beautiful ship,” whispered Thess. “I go bravely wherever you direct me, Gerard.” Her wooden brow crinkled with an effort. “But I’m tired of being a figurehead. I want to sail my own ship.” A tear leaked from the edge of her eye onto her wooden cheek. “Please let me go, Gerard. Please.”

“I am trying,” sobbed Gerard. “Thess, I have tried and tried to let you go.” He wrapped his arms around the unyielding wood of her shoulders...and woke.
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Chapter 12. A Late Night and a Late Morning
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Percy opened his eyes to strong sunlight filtering through the curtains of Zael’s one-room flat above the street near the theater. The space was small, but perfectly situated for an actor. The street had been noisy until late last night, but they hadn’t been trying to sleep.

Zael’s part in the current theater production had turned out to be that of a darkly alluring villain. He had the best lines in the play and was clearly an audience favorite. His death scene provoked sighs all around, and Percy couldn’t help feeling a bit smug to be seen leaving with him.

They’d made the rounds of Zael’s favorite local taverns, drinking and playing games with other actors, along with an assortment of sailors, whores, peddlers, tradesfolk, and the more dubious elements of society. Percy had extracted news about friends and colleagues—who was dead, who was alive, who was missing, who’d made a fortune, who’d lost it. The evening was exhilarating and gut-wrenching by turns. I have to remember to tell Silas what happened to some of our school set.

Percy was reluctant to play cards at first, since he needed a cardholder to play with one hand. Everyone was exceedingly kind and encouraging, and a cardholder was quickly produced. At last, Percy allowed himself to be coaxed and caressed into a few games.

It wasn’t long before Zael said, acidly, “Have you been playing cards with Silas all winter?”

Percy grinned. It felt good to know he still had an edge. “I never win,” he said modestly, although this was a lie.

Everyone at the table roared with mock outrage, as though he’d admitted to cheating. The group buzzed with curiosity. Percy had not yet spoken of Silas. They had questions.

Percy provided minimal answers and let them stew and speculate. All this talk of Silas was making him miss his friend acutely. Or perhaps he was merely missing his own youth. Their school days had been the best time in Percy’s life, and he remembered them now in vivid detail. A card table without Silas just didn’t seem right.

But he is not here and does not wish to be here, Percy told himself. Enjoy what you have. He smiled at his companions and forced himself to focus on the present. It was a good present.

After they’d had their fill of games, drinks, and gossip, Zael and Percy went back to Zael’s flat and became more intimately reacquainted. Zael certainly remembered what Percy liked. It had been a long time since Percy had been kissed with such enthusiasm or backed up against a wall with such force. Zael put Percy on his knees and kept him there until he was sobbing and biting the pillow. They did it all over again, twice, and fell asleep near dawn.

Percy was a little surprised to find himself awake a mere watch later. I am getting old. In his twenties—perhaps even his thirties—he would have slept until noon after a night like that. But keeping officer’s hours had taken its toll, and he would have been up with the sun, lack of sleep notwithstanding, were it not for Zael’s curtains.

Percy was glad that he had, at least, not attempted to replicate his school days’ consumption of alcohol. I really don’t need a hangover today. He crawled out from under the covers and went in search of his clothes, noting ruefully that he’d had Cobalt’s help tying the laces yesterday and was not sure he could do it one-handed this morning.

“Percy?” came a froggy voice from the bed.

“Just dressing,” said Percy. “Would you mind tying about twenty laces?”

An unintelligible grunt.

Percy opened the door and was pleased to see that the housekeeper had left a basin of water, eggs, milk, and a little cheese. The eggs were the size of small melons—cream with lavender spots. What an exotic place we’ve landed.

He lit the fire, set the kettle on for tea, and began his morning ablutions.

“Are you really getting up?’ grumbled Zael.

“Yes.” Percy repressed the urge to whistle. “My assistant is missing his math lesson about now, and I believe some of the children were also planning to sit in today. Although gods know I am not a schoolmaster for children. Possibly just as well I missed that. Although I do enjoy the little one. I hope Silas has not attempted to crawl into the Honeytail with her. Surely Anaroo would stop him. At any rate, Cobalt and I have been doing a survey of the butterfly valves, and that definitely must proceed. There are nearly eighty of them! Can you imagine? Then there’s a lift ratio I’ve been working on for the past yellow month. It makes no sense; the ship should not fly, but obviously she does, so we have made a mistake. I found an error in our initial math, and it just doesn’t—”

“Percy, my lack of interest in airships is eclipsed only by my lack of interest in math.”

Percy turned to find Zael giving him an odd look from the bed, dark hair attractively tousled in the morning light. “Percy, the Anemone is still your ship...right?”

Percy busied himself with the task of buttoning his shirt one-handed. He could do this fairly well now. “She is.”

“I’ve never seen waterborne ships and airships sail in company before.”

Percy shrugged. “Strange times we live in.”

Zael got out of bed. He began preparing one of the enormous eggs for breakfast. “I don’t claim to know much about ships,” he said at last. “But you yourself taught me that airships go faster than waterborne ships, sail over land, carry different kinds of cargo...”

When Percy didn’t volunteer to fill the silence, Zael continued, “I told you yesterday: you’ve got a fortune waiting for you back home. Your estate needs someone to take it in hand. You have children who are in line for the Haplagian throne, and royal in-laws who are desperate. They may not have valued you in the past, but now they’ll welcome you with open arms. The opportunities are truly endless. Do you not understand that?”

Percy continued to dress.

“Let’s get on your ship and go find them,” said Zael. “Things are already settling down in the crescent. Not that you couldn’t handle a violent situation. Dear gods, I remember you well enough with a sword. You didn’t lose your right arm. Did you lose your nerve?”

There was a time when such a comment from a friend would have provoked a harsh response. Now, with an effort, Percy quenched it. “My nerve and my sword arm are intact, Zael. Stop baiting me.”

Zael’s voice turned a little nasty. “Are you hoping that Silas will change his mind?”

Percy stopped with the buttons. He took a deep breath. “No.”

“Then why do you seem to be making a nest aboard his ship?”

Percy snapped out words before he thought about them, “Because I felt numb for a long time, and now I don’t.”

Silence.

Zael put down the breakfast things and came over to wrap his arms around Percy.

Percy knew he should welcome this apparent apology, but he suddenly didn’t want to be touched. The stump of his left arm, peeking from under his sleeve, seemed hideous. He moved to pull the sleeve down over it. How I abhor pity. “Would you help me with these laces?”

The conversation drifted in a lighter direction over breakfast and tea. They were laughing again by the time Percy stepped out the door in search of a pegasus to fly him out to the Cormorant. He paused on the threshold and said, in a sudden rush of feeling, “I’m hosting a shipboard party in a few days. You should come. Stay the night afterward.”

Zael looked at him searchingly. “You don’t have to, Percy—”

Percy forced levity into his voice. “No, you’ve hosted me, and now it’s my turn. Besides, it’s a shame to waste those rooms. Sunrise through that glass floor is... Well, it’s something to be shared.” The smile on his face felt bittersweet. And I have never shared it. Silas was gone before I woke up.

Zael’s smile grew more certain. “Would you like entertainment for your party? I could bring friends, some of the ones you met yesterday.”

Percy took his hand. “That would be delightful! I’m sure we can find guest beds for them, as well, if they’re too full of ship’s cheer to sit a pegasus afterward. I’m still finalizing the preparations. I’ll send you word tomorrow of the exact date.”

“I look forward to it.” Zael leaned in to kiss him, and Percy slid an arm around his neck, deepening the kiss until Zael murmured breathlessly, “You sure you don’t want to go back to bed?”

Percy laughed and pulled away. “I’ll see you in a few days.” It felt good to leave someone wanting more, to know that another person would think about him with desire and longing. I am ready for this, Percy told himself. We’ll sleep in that bed, and I won’t think of Silas there anymore. Zael will keep taking off my clothes until I get used to someone looking at me naked with this stump. Eventually I won’t flinch every time I see myself in a mirror. I am ready for this.

*  *  *  *
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Gerard and Silveo took a quiet breakfast in their cabin late that morning, the mess hall having already emptied by the time Gerard woke. Images from his dream still haunted him like slivers of glass beneath his skin. He’d babbled out the whole thing to Silveo in the middle of the night.

Gerard knew he should be considering his upcoming meeting with Councilor Jace Stravos. He should be turning over the puzzle of Leopaard Maijha. His mind, however, kept returning to his nightmares like a tongue exploring a chipped tooth. A perfectly wild notion was growing in his head.

After his third cup of strong tea, Gerard gathered his courage and said, “I think it’s real.”

Silveo looked up from the book he’d propped against the teapot. He didn’t ask what Gerard meant. After a moment, he said, “Gerard, as someone who has been prone to vivid nightmares all his life—”

“These aren’t like that. These dreams are like the ones you and I have together. Surely you can tell the difference. Because of what Dakar did...because of us.”

Silveo closed his book. He folded his hands on the table and did not quite meet Gerard’s eyes. “Do you think it’s about us?”

Gerard frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Do you think you are feeling guilty for taking another lover too soon?”

“Oh.” Gerard considered. “She never talks about that. I think if we were the problem, she’d talk about it.”

Silveo didn’t look convinced.

“She talks about a lot of things,” said Gerard, “but mostly, about feeling stuck. I’m keeping her from moving on somehow.”

“You can’t let her go,” said Silveo quietly.

Gerard felt a flash of impatience. “You’re not really hearing what I’m saying. I think she’s...” He felt absurd, but forced himself to continue, “Real.”

Silveo’s expression did not change. Gerard thought it must have taken quite an effort. “You believe the ghost of your dead wife is haunting you?”

Gerard made a face. “When you say it like that, it sounds crazy.”

“It sounds like grief,” said Silveo. “I had dreams about Nix for years. I still have them sometimes. You visited one.”

“Yes, and that felt different, right? The dreams we have together are...different.”

“You had a dream about Nix with me,” said Silveo, his voice and face still neutral. “Do you think Nix was ‘real’ in that dream?”

Gerard scowled at his breakfast.

“I’m not trying to criticize you,” said Silveo. “I’m really not, Gerard.”

“But you think I’m deluded.”

“You have dreams about Alsair sometimes; do you think he’s haunting us? Gods, I hope not.”

Gerard shook his head. “I’ve only had a handful of dreams about Alsair, and they’re not like this.”

Silveo got up to finish dressing. “Let’s say for a moment that you’re right. Thess is trapped on the edge of the Shores Beyond the World. She can’t move on because, somehow, you’re holding her back. Has she told you how to let her go?”

Gerard rose heavily and began his own preparations for the day. “No. I mean, there’s usually some physical object trapping her in the dream, or...” He thought about it. “Her body always ends up wedded to something I own or control...”

Hearing himself say it aloud made the meaning seem even more pathetically obvious. Silveo is right. I do feel guilty. Thess didn’t have all the choices she should have had in life. She accomplished a lot in twenty years, but she could have been and done so much more. Even though I loved her, I held her back and ultimately steered her into harm’s way. Do I really need to look any further for an explanation for these dreams?

Silveo was studying him with a pitying expression.

Gerard felt his jaw clench. “I really wish you would have one of these dreams with me, Silveo. Then you’d see what I’m talking about.”

Silveo shrugged. “Maybe I will. You want to go back to bed?” He tried for a playful smile that fell a little flat. “Do something that might make us sleepy?”

Gerard massaged a kink from his neck. “No. I am going to see Jace Stravos today if it kills me.”

Silveo examined his pale blue waistcoat and frilly sleeves critically. “I’m not dressed to kill. Shall I pull something more suitable out of the closet?”

Gerard laughed. Thank you for never taking me too seriously. “I certainly hope no killing is necessary. I think this country villa must be either a shack or a fortress, the way Councilor Phaedra spoke about it. We’ll need to ask for directions in town, and then I think we should fly over on one of the griffins.”
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Chapter 13. Changes

[image: image]


Marlie sat beside an open porthole window in her dispensary, listening to the sounds of seabirds and enjoying the warm breeze, redolent of the nearby jungle. She was as happy as she’d ever been in her life. She’d felt that way already when they arrived in the Sunkissed Isles, but the letter that had been waiting for her there, on a ship that had beaten them by a yellow month, had set a warm ember in her chest that was glowing still.

She’d savored that ember while she tried to decide how to respond. Every night over dinner for the last five days, she’d opened her mouth to share her news and then...shut it again. She could see how her words might cause distress among her companions. She could see how, properly, it ought to cause her personal distress. She couldn’t bring herself to feel it, though.

I have choices.

She needed to respond, of course. So she’d set about writing a history of her adventures over the last two seasons—a story of storms and near-shipwreck, unlikely alliances, pirates, friendship, loss, death, war, and love. She’d told this story in letters that had been discarded that fall. Now she told it again, but with more emphasis on the people involved. She was coming to the end of her story now, and she did not know what she should write next.

Glossy came humming into the dispensary, and Marlie deftly drew a sheet of drawing paper across her unfinished letter. There were no patients in the hammocks at the moment. Indeed, there were no extra hands aboard ship at all, the town of Whileaway being so charming. “How goes light-gas creation?” asked Marlie.

Gus had been fussing and muttering about it all yesterday evening. The hoses and staging bladders had required some sort of special treatment. A great deal of beeswax had been involved, and there were complaints about the warm jungle air.

“All good,” said Glossy. Marlie saw that she had Ama with her. The baby was fussing. Glossy was holding the specially shaped clay jar they used for feeding, along with what looked like a fresh jug of goat’s milk. She sat down at the dispensary table and began to assemble Ama’s luncheon.

“I see you have the orphan,” said Marlie with no real malice.

Glossy sighed. “Silas and Anaroo both have their hands full with the light-gas capture.” After a moment, she added, “And Percy is still in town.”

Marlie reached for a pencil and began to sketch. “Do you suppose he’ll stay there? He seemed pleased to see his old companion.”

Glossy gave a noncommittal flick of her tail as she settled the baby. “Doubt it. Though Gus might be happy if he did.”

Marlie snorted. “And to think Gus was so concerned that Silas was abusing Percy’s feelings earlier in the season.”

Glossy sighed. “Gus just doesn’t know where he stands. He and Silas have essentially been partners for the last twenty years. Gus will tell you that he always thought Silas should have a lover and more friends, but now that he does, Gus doesn’t know how to feel about it. Between Anaroo, Ama, Percy, and a new ship, Silas doesn’t have a lot of extra time. Gus misses him, but he doesn’t know how to bring it up because he and Silas never spoke about such things.”

Marlie rolled her eyes. “Men.”

Glossy snorted. “We, of course, are very forthright about our feelings and how we are managing change and all our personal desires and relationships.”

Marlie burst out laughing. When she didn’t comment, Glossy added, “I am wearing clothes...”

“I have not forgotten.”

“And yet you are drawing me without them.”

“Patience. I will add them in a moment.”

“If you’d rather me model without them...”

Marlie was blushing. “You’re holding Ama.”

“I’m sure I can set her down for a moment.”

Gus came stomping in, smelling pleasantly of beeswax and less pleasantly of the grease they used on the gears and springs. “Glossy, have you still got the little—?”

He saw her and grinned. “Oh, good. Silas was a bit anxious as to where she’d gone.”

“I have not passed her to Belvedere,” said Glossy, “though he did volunteer and would doubtless do an excellent job.”

Gus stuck his head into the passage, “She’s in here, Skipper!”

Silas whisked in and collected his child, who gurgled with joy to see him. On his way out the door, he paused to say, “Percy’s back, which will make the installation of the drivetrain on the Honeytail a great deal easier. Would you help us after lunch, Gus?”

There was an infinitesimal pause, during which Marlie watched a look of discomfort flicker across Gus’s face. But he called out cheerfully, “Certainly, Skipper. And if he intends to be at lunch, someone should tell the cook staff. Our stores are a bit low at the moment.”

“I’ll let them know,” called Silas.

Glossy reached to pat Gus’s hand as he sat down at the table. “You all like working on the little sailboat,” she murmured.

Gus’s big, callused fingers drummed the tabletop. Marlie liked drawing them. She wondered if he would hold still for a moment. “I suppose,” he muttered.

“Percy is not trying to make you uncomfortable,” continued Glossy.

Gus said nothing for a moment, only glared at the woodgrain. “It’s my own fault,” he said at last, “I know it is. Yesterday, while they were working on the little boat, Percy hands me an empty paint can as I’m passing. He does it without even looking at me, you know, as though all the world is his servant. I was deep in preparations for the light-gas capture; I was busy! But do I say to him, ‘I’m the first mate, ‘ol Sport. You’re the engineer. I outrank you. Clean up your own paint cans’?”

Glossy’s smaller hand settled on top of Gus’s restlessly drumming fingers.

“No!” exclaimed Gus. “I do not say that. I take the paint cans. Because why? Because he’s posh! Because he acts like a captain; because he was a captain.”

“And because Silas doesn’t say anything,” said Glossy quietly.

“Silas loves him!” said Gus with great frustration. “They chatter away about that airship academy and all the other posh sorts they knew back then and all their fancy, high-flying gambling days, rubbing shoulders with royalty. And they talk about things on this airship that I don’t...don’t quite understand if I’m being perfectly honest, because she’s not the Albatross. She’s more complicated than the Albatross. She’s different. Her gearbox particularly. That’s Percy’s province, and how can I stand up to him when we both know that he understands the ship better than I do?” Half under his breath, Gus muttered, “Maybe he should be the first mate.”

“Gus...” said Glossy, leaning into him, her smaller, curvier body molding itself to his bulk. Marlie stopped trying to draw Gus’s hand and just looked at him.

Gus wasn’t meeting anyone’s eyes. “I helped build the Albatross,” he muttered. “I knew her inside and out.” He licked his lips, eyes fixed on the table. “I miss the Albatross. I miss Silas and me sailing her.”

“I promise you, so does he,” said Glossy.

“Doesn’t seem like it.”

“I still don’t understand why you can’t just talk to him about it.”

Gus snorted. “I know you’re busy, Skipper, but could you just take a moment and explain the gearbox to me so that I don’t look stupid in front of your old chum and our former enemy?”

Marlie snorted a laugh. “That’s not what you really want to say, Gus.”

Gus looked bewildered, “What do I want to say?”

“That you’d like a little more of his time and attention.”

“Seems almost the same.”

“Not really.”

They sat in silence for a moment.

“Well,” said Glossy at last. “This will all be a moot point if Percy decides to run off with an actor. They seemed very cozy yesterday.”

Marlie nodded. “Silas doesn’t know how to resolve his own issues with Percy, let alone yours, Gus.”

Gus’s laughter boomed around the cabin. “You’re probably right about that.” He grew more cheerful as he shifted forward to see what she was drawing. “Oh, now you’re ruining a perfectly good picture!”

Marlie laughed as she continued to draw Glossy’s clothes. The sketch now sat among a nest of doodles—Gus’s hands, Ama’s tiny waving paws and tail, the curve of the porthole window with its brass filigree sill.

“We could model for her,” said Glossy mischievously. “We’ve probably got a quarter watch before lunch, and surely your work is done for the morning.”

Gus immediately moved to unlace her bodice, and Glossy caught his hands with a laugh. “In our rooms with the door shut, you ass. I’m not interested in modeling for anyone who wanders into the dispensary. What do you say, Marlie?”

“You are always a pleasure to draw,” said Marlie, looking at her current piece critically, “especially when you hold still.”

“I can hold still,” said Gus.

“Doubt it.”

“You’ll hold still if I read,” said Glossy. “You’ve been enjoying that book about the shipwreck.”

Gus grinned. They’d been reading a history of a voyage to the Pendalons, probably fictional, but it included an exciting shipwreck on a barren scrap of rock in the northern seas. “I would enjoy that,” allowed Gus.

“Or,” said Glossy dramatically, “I could tell you about my attendance upon a fossa-ha birth yesterday afternoon. Their way of producing children is hardly to be believed.”

Gus groaned as he got up from the table. “Please don’t.”

“I’d like to hear it!” piped Marlie.

“Yes, I’m sure Gwain Maijha would as well,” muttered Gus. “Why are you all so keen to hear about babies ripping their way out of—?”

“Oh, no ripping,” said Glossy. “In fact, the actual births are very like ocelons. But I asked some questions about the matings, owing to...well, the state of the lady’s nethers, and learned that they have spines like felids and tie like canids.”

Everyone stood still to contemplate this vision.

“Well, there’s something I can’t unlearn,” said Gus at last.

“When you say tie...” began Marlie.

“No knot; just bloody great spines facing backwards!” exploded Glossy. “It gave me a new gratitude for my own species’ way of doing things, I do assure you.”

“Makes me grateful for my own unimaginative dick,” muttered Gus.

Marlie’s mouth ran away with her brain for a moment, and she said, “I suppose Percy should be grateful—”

Gus covered his ears. “Don’t you dare—!”

Glossy talked over him. “Leon spines are pretty mild by comparison.”

“You will not disrespect the skipper in my hearing,” said Gus sternly.

The women in his life looked up at him with mingled pity and mischief. “You are the one having so much trouble with Silas and Percy,” said Glossy. “Perhaps it would be helpful to think—”

“No, it would not be helpful,” said Gus, although he was starting to laugh. Half under his breath, he muttered, “Poor Silas.”

“I would think ‘poor Percy’ might be more apt.”

Gus waved his hand as he opened the door. “Hush, we are in the hall.”

“Or perhaps poor Anaroo,” whispered Marlie.

“I think Anaroo has found a way to deal with the problem.”

“Clearly.”

They were giggling like children by the time they reached their cabin. As they were stripping off their clothes, Gus said, “Belvedere and Mouse have been begging for a trip into town.”

Glossy rolled her eyes, “Yes, they were disappointed not to have attended the fossa-ha birth. As though I would bring two children and a jaguar to something like that.”

“I thought I might take them on my supply run sometime in the next few days,” said Gus. “I feel like I know my way around the port well enough now to keep them out of trouble. It is a pleasant town.”

Glossy smiled. “I think that would be lovely.”

Gus kissed her, and Marlie said, “Do you think you could stay like that for a bit?”

They broke off laughing. “Pleasant as it is, no!” said Glossy. She found the book, and all three of them settled down on the bed, Marlie with her pad of paper, Gus on his side, Glossy draped across him.

“I don’t mean to complain about everything,” said Gus as Glossy was getting ready to read. “So much of what has happened since we lost the Albatross is wonderful.”

“It is,” agreed Marlie.

“I know that it is not your job to solve my problems with the skipper,” continued Gus.

“No, but we’re your friends,” said Glossy. “Friends listen to problems.”

“We’re your...family,” said Marlie and then wondered if she shouldn’t have said it.

But Glossy gave a smile that lit up her bronze-gold eyes and crinkled her button nose. “I like our little family.”

“I like it, too,” murmured Gus.

Marlie smiled. She looked down at her sketchpad, at the two of them taking shape in lines of curve and muscle and comfort and companionship. I know how to finish my letter. This isn’t a difficult choice at all.
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Chapter 14. The Temple of Memory
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Gwain was up with the sun that morning. He made one more examination of his cabin and of the rowboat that had brought his unwelcome guest. However, he found no additional enlightenment. Tzu came fluttering down from the Cormorant as soon as she spotted him on deck.

“I’m going into town. Do you want to come?”

“Will there be blood?” asked Tzu.

“I don’t know, but I’m wearing my hoof blades.”

“Felbane should come?”

Gwain shook his head. “That would be too conspicuous. I think I may do some snooping.” Besides, he thought privately, Felbane has only just begun flying again, since having his wing reset. He shouldn’t be carrying passengers. If I tempt him into reinjuring it, Silveo will have my feathered pelt.

They flew over on one of the ship’s pegasus, Tzu tucked inside the hood of Gwain’s cloak. She attracted only modest curiosity in the port as Gwain strolled among the vendors. Wild blood bats lived on the interior of the island, although they did not usually keep company with shelts in town.

Gwain bought himself breakfast and an appropriately bloody fresh fish for Tzu. They ate their meal on a bench within sight of the market. Gwain watched the people and animals passing on the street. Tzu admired the beach in the delicate morning light. The air smelled of salt and food and jungle heat, and the sky overhead brightened to an even more startling shade of blue as the sun rose higher. It was a splendid time and place to be alive. Gwain felt almost pleased by the puzzle he was trying to solve, bruised ribs notwithstanding.

At last, he got up, and began a slow stroll through the town, gradually working his way to higher and higher streets. Most of the roads were packed dirt—either a rust-red color that spoke of iron in the soil, or black sand ground from volcanic rock. On some of the upper streets, though, Gwain remembered seeing a pale paving. He’d been high in the crosstrees of the Cormorant at the time, talking to Anaroo, and he’d had a good view.

His memories proved accurate when he turned onto a quiet street, partially residential, and found himself standing on something almost white. He bent down and scooped up a handful.

Tzu poked her head out of his hood. “What is it?”

“Ground seashells,” murmured Gwain, and he let them run through his fingers. “My guest from last night walked through them at some point. I’m hoping it was shortly after leaving home.”

Tzu hopped down and slouched beside him along the street, sniffing. “Many houses,” she commented. “You will enter all of them?”

Gwain shook his head. He was still turning over that glimpse by starlight, his assailant putting something long and curved between his teeth. What was it? Not a rib.

They walked up the street, past brightly colored buildings that were tall and narrow. The blue sky stretched endless above them, the ocean a whisper in the distance. The shops here included more boutique businesses—fine tailors, jewelry made to order, rare fabrics. They turned onto another street, this one also paved with shell. Graceful fig trees lined the walk, their roots crawling up some of the buildings and creating fantastic patterns in the dirt.

Gwain turned along a third street and came to the end of the seashells. He supposed there might be more in other parts of town, but he didn’t remember seeing any. The shell paving seemed like an experiment that hadn’t caught on.

He retraced his steps, looking more closely at the shop windows. He’d seen one interesting sign on the way in, but he’d passed it without stopping. He didn’t want to appear conspicuously curious. Gwain kept an eye on the street around him as he walked, using the reflections of windows, trying to avoid staring. He didn’t think anyone was watching him or following him. The few people who came and went from the shops and homes seemed focused on their own tasks.

At last, he reached a faded sign on a large fig tree: “Jungle guides. Inquire within.”

Gwain remembered the broadsheet shuffled to the top of the stack on his desk. It might have been a random coincidence...or it might have represented a certain curiosity on the part of his intruder. Professional curiosity?

He’d thought, on his first pass, that the sign pointed to a nearby hattery. Looking more closely, however, he saw a narrow alley behind the tree.

Gwain stepped cautiously into the alley. He saw a small mosaic courtyard in front of the entrance to a building at the far end. The building looked like one of the little temples to various local deities scattered all over town. It was narrow like other shops and dwellings on the street, but a bit lower, with only one story. Its true size was difficult to say, since he couldn’t tell how far back it went. The portico, though only a few paces across, had marble pillars, making it appear grand in spite of its miniature size.

Curling script ran across the peak of the portico. Gwain squinted. The language was called High Grishnard in Wefrivain, but it was actually an ancient shavier faun tongue. Gwain struggled for a moment to read it. “Temple of Memory,” he translated at last.

Tzu cocked her head. “It is an odd temple.”

“All temples are odd,” Gwain said almost automatically as he approached the building.

Tzu was right, though. Most of the local temples had incense stands or offering bowls out front. This one had nothing of the kind. As he drew closer, Gwain saw that what he’d taken for a decorative piece of driftwood near the door was actually the skull of some great beast. It had been worn away by time, until he could no longer be sure of the species, but it was still impressive.

Gwain resisted the urge to crouch and examine it closely. He was conscious of his feet carrying him up the steps almost against his will. Through the distorted glass of a window, he caught sight of more bones on some kind of display table. A voice in his head whispered, If someone made a Gwain-trap, this is how it would be baited.

Tzu growled. “I smell a creature whose blood I have not tasted. I do not know what sort of creature...”

She was pressed up against his legs as he tried the door. It swung soundlessly. The room beyond was bright and airy, with a dome of what looked like thick ship’s glass. Light streamed across an oblong space the size of a barn, full of platforms and display cabinets. Fully articulated skeletons stood everywhere, along with solitary skulls and other impressive bones. On the shelves of the cabinets, taxidermied animals and boards of pinned insects jostled with jars of floating organs preserved in spirits. Gwain spotted fetuses in various stages of development. He saw geological specimens—impressions in chunks of rock. He saw trays of dried bird skins.

Distantly, he heard Tzu mutter, “The smells here are very bright, very loud.”

Time seemed suspended as Gwain threaded his way between the platforms and cabinets. Most of the displays were labeled, though not all. Some of them referenced books or documents Gwain had never heard of. Some were in languages he could not read.

In addition to the many fascinating species of the Sunkissed Isles, Gwain encountered samples that he did not think were local. There was a wolf skeleton—a canid native to Wefrivain that had competed unsuccessfully with grishnards and griffins. It had been extinct for at least a hundred years. There was the skull of a moose—a creature that might still be glimpsed in the most remote mountains of Maijha.

Amid an entire cabinet of shelt skulls, Gwain found one with tiny horns. He’d seen a few of these skulls in the Great Lodge on Maijha Minor, though they were a rare antique even in that shrine to hunters. No one knew much about this species of faun, save for the curious horns. They’d been prized by early grishnard hunters and had rapidly gone extinct. The remains of their villages might be found, half-buried beneath zed settlements, full of glyphs that no one could read.

Gwain wondered with excitement whether any of these horned fauns might be living still in the Sunkissed Isles, whether their lives, customs, and language might reveal secrets about the ruins on Maijha Minor.

Near the center of the room stood a platform the length of a small boat, and upon it, the fully articulated skeleton of an adult flippered crocodile. It was magnificent. Gwain stared long and earnestly into eye sockets the size of his fist and admired the way the skull had been lacquered and polished. Someone cared about this collection. Someone wanted it to last.

Each cabinet and display platform brought a new insight or question to Gwain’s mind. He lost track of time and moved forward only when Tzu tugged impatiently at the hem of his trousers with her teeth. At last, she hissed, “We are not alone.”

Gwain looked up from the serpent fetuses he was studying.

He could tell that, as they approached the back of the room, the collection was becoming more chaotic. Skeletons were in a state of partial assembly. Specimens were unlabeled and sorted with less logic. He was clearly approaching the nexus of the hoard. And, as Tzu said, they were not alone. He’d become slowly conscious over the last few moments of scraping and rustling sounds—nothing urgent, just the noises of somebody at work.

Gwain’s mind had ranged far afield as he wandered among the cabinets. He had a thousand questions for the curator, none of them having anything to do with why he’d originally opened the door. He rounded a cabinet near the back wall and spied an overflowing desk, surrounded by sawhorses and worktables. A shavier faun was standing on a ladder, working amid a sea of enormous bones. The skeleton had obviously been cleaned with great attention and was now ready to be wired together. Gwain saw with unspeakable delight that it was a hydra and that it would eventually hang from the ceiling. The skull and neck were already suspended on a long wire.

“Guides are all out for the morning,” said the curator without turning around. The voice sounded female. She was dressed in trousers and a leather apron, jingling with tools. Her pockets appeared to have pockets. Her short hair lay smooth about her face. It was a color commonly called “avian red” in Wefrivain. Only shavier had hair that color.

“Guides will be back in the afternoon. You can return then, or look around until they show up,” she said, still intent upon the vertebra she was wiring to those already hanging above her.

“I would be happy to speak to them,” said Gwain, “but first, I must compliment the curator of this astonishing collection. Would that be you, madam? Are you also the owner?”

She glanced over her shoulder at him. Gwain felt a jolt. The silhouette of her face was familiar, and he suddenly registered the color of her hair and tail feathers—red as artery blood, the same color as the feather on his desk.
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Chapter 15. Andromache
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Gwain’s erstwhile assailant let go of the partially articulated hydra skeleton and thumped to the floor without bothering with the steps.

Gwain shifted his stance in preparation for an attack. He wondered where Tzu had gone—probably hidden behind one of the cabinets, awaiting the moment when she could be of most assistance.

There was an infinitesimal pause as the stranger faced him. “Yes,” she said.

Gwain had forgotten his question.

“Yes,” she said again. “It’s my museum.”

She turned her back on him—with an effort, Gwain thought—and removed her utility belt to deposit it with a ringing clink on one of the tables.

Gwain waited to see whether she was merely divesting herself of impediments to movement. He chided himself for not registering her build during the fight. She was strong, quick, and about his own height, but he still should have noticed that she was a woman. She came forward, and Gwain readied himself again to be attacked.

She held out her hand. “Andromache.”

When Gwain did not move, she raised one blood-red eyebrow and said, “That’s my name. Yours?”

Gwain took her hand somewhat stupidly and made an awkward bow. “Gwain.” Are we really going to play this game?

She turned away as though she didn’t quite like the custom of taking hands in greeting and shifted a few vertebrae to clear a path to her desk. “Are you a collector as well? I don’t get many fellow enthusiasts in here. Your accent isn’t local.”

Gwain stared after her. Alright... “I am a student of natural philosophy, yes. I have a collection of specimens, although...” He allowed his eyes to stray around the vast room, at the shafts of sunlight falling from the glass dome above, swimming with dust motes in the still air. “My collection is modest by comparison.”

Andromache hopped up on the edge of her desk and perched there, watching him. Her green eyes were bird-bright.

“Temple of Memory,” continued Gwain. “Well, you’ve got some amazing memories here. Wolves, moose, horned fauns...”

A smile that might have been surprise flitted across her face. There was a pause, during which she seemed to collect her thoughts. “Not many out-of-towners know Jungle Song.”

Gwain cocked his head. “Is that what you call the old faun dialect above the door?”

Andromache nodded.

“We call it High Grishnard in Wefrivain,” Gwain told her, “which is insulting, but useful to know if you’re ever trying to interpret archaeological artifacts while dodging murderous panauns in the neighborhood.”

That brought another flash of amusement. She examined her fingernails. “How did you...find my museum?”

“Oh, my feet just led me here,” said Gwain cheerfully. He had no idea why they were playing this game, but he found that he didn’t mind. Behind her, on the desk, he’d finally spotted the reason for his visit—a long, curved object, bone-white and delicately pointed at one end. Not a rib. A wyvern fang. It had come from the mouth of the monster that Gerard had bludgeoned to death during the fight with Temple Sea Watch ships in Zorn. Gerard had had part of the skin made into an iridescent blue hat for Silveo and sold the rest of the body to pay for their immediate needs. But he had let Gwain keep a fang. I suppose wyvern specimens must be rare in the Sunkissed Isles. He couldn’t remember seeing any in his stroll through her displays. Still, breaking into my cabin to steal a specimen seems excessive.

Gwain came forward, careful to show no sign that he’d spotted the wyvern fang, and admired a tray of newly mounted insects on the far end of the desk. They were the large, fleshy sort that had so fascinated him in drawings of this region. One was a walking stick as long as his arm, another a mantis that might easily have preyed upon mice. He spotted something in the cockroach family with wings of a gem-like teal color, its body large enough to fill his palm.

Andromache was clearly still mulling over his response. “Well, your feet certainly led you well-armed,” she said at last.

Gwain was impressed. She’d spotted his hoof blades. They were blackened so that they did not flash. It was a rare person who both noticed them and knew what they were. But, then, she is an expert in specialized shoes. “Well, the town is full of pickpockets,” he said mildly, “and a sword is so cumbersome.” Then he decided to throw her a bone...as it were. “And hoof blades don’t pick up little bits of paving...as other types of shoes might.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched her go still for a moment. A pause. “Seems a bit overkill for pickpockets.”

“You’re probably right,” said Gwain, “although they’re effective against thieves of all kinds.”

“Any thief who does not encounter hoof blades should be grateful,” she agreed with such studied irony that Gwain laughed out loud. He regretted it at once as a spike of pain shot through his bruised ribs. His hand flew involuntarily to his midriff, and he had to blink back tears of discomfort.

“An opponent might be grateful to have encountered other types of shoes,” continued Andromache with a trace of condescension, “the kind that will set you on your ass without cutting you in half, for instance.”

Gwain was feeling a bit antagonized, so he looked directly at the wyvern fang and said, “Ah, the great gods of Wefrivain! It must have been prodigiously difficult to get one of those way out here.”

Their eyes met. That green was very arresting. She had an aquiline nose, thin lips, a few freckles. “You have no idea,” she murmured.

“Oh, but I’d love to,” continued Gwain, not budging. “Did you have to travel very far?” He was still finding that long swim difficult to credit, although it seemed the only explanation for her escape.

Andromache’s teeth flashed in a grin. “Surely a fellow collector—” she began.

And then there was a dreadful snarling noise, and two moderately sized animals whipped out from behind a cabinet. One was Tzu. Gwain suspected she’d been listening to their conversation, and the newcomer had crept up on her. At first glance, his mind told him it was a cat, but the next moment, he thought it must be some kind of weasel. Then he knew what it was: a fossa. He’d seen their shelts in town, easily distinguished from other species because of their extremely long tails.

The fossa was close to the same height as Tzu, but heavier and more muscular. Tzu was throwing out her wings in an effort to look big, peeling back her lips to show her needle-sharp teeth, but Gwain could tell she was intimidated.

He darted forward to stand between the two animals. To his surprise, he found that Andromache was beside him. “That’s enough!” she shouted.

“She’s with me!” bellowed Gwain over the sound of the animals’ snarling.

The fossa was circling them, whining, trying to get a clear line to Tzu. Tzu gave up running from it and clambered onto Gwain’s head. She dove into the hood of his cloak. “She’s with me,” he repeated.

Andromache barked out a string of sentences in what must have been the fossa’s language, because it immediately sat down, made a frustrated huff, and then began to groom itself as though nothing had happened. “Fossas hunt blood bats in the jungle,” she told Gwain. “You should have told me you brought one in.”

“I apologize,” said Gwain. “This is Tzu. She has accompanied me on my wanderings for fourteen years.”

That seemed to get Andromache’s attention to a degree that Gwain had not expected. She turned to look at him with frank surprise. After a moment, she said, “Well, that is something. Blood bats are difficult companions.”

“I am not difficult,” said Tzu sulkily from Gwain’s hood. “I am quite helpful. Your friend is rude.”

Andromache laughed—a sound that echoed in the big room. “So he is. But you must excuse him. He is going through his masculine adolescence. He will be female in a few years and much more pleasant.”

The fossa raised its head from a cat-like grooming of its rear toes and said, “I heard that!”

Gwain was fascinated. “They have a masculine adolescence?”

“All of them,” said Andromache. “Even their skeletons change...in....well, the ways you would expect.”

Gwain had no expectations. “Please don’t be coy.”

“Their baculum shrinks.”

“Ah.”

The fossa rolled his eyes. “I did not come here to be insulted by shelts or teased by prey. I have brought the tourists back from the jungle, and they have gone their separate ways. Do you have another group?”

“Not today,” said Andromache. Her eyes flicked to Gwain, “Unless my guest would like to go into the jungle this afternoon?”

Gwain looked at the fossa. “You’re a guide?”

“I am a guide for shelts,” he said doubtfully. “Not prey.”

“I am not prey. I have tasted the blood of dragons!” shot Tzu.

A look passed between Andromache and the fossa that Gwain could not interpret. “I stand corrected,” said the fossa in a mollified tone. “You are not prey.”

“And she talks,” said Andromache, “so you should not hunt her.” To Gwain, she continued, “Are you looking for a guide?”

Gwain shook his head. “Another day, perhaps. I’ll leave you to your hydra-hanging for now.” He gave her a brilliant smile and added, “Might I invite you to view my own collection?”

Andromache burst out laughing.

Gwain just smiled back. Your move.

“Where might this collection be housed?” she asked with great innocence.

“A ship called the Defiance. I’m sure if you search very hard, you can find it.”

“I’m sure I can.”

“Dinner? Tomorrow? Half of my collection is in crates right now, because I’m hosting friends while their ship is careened, but I believe a few of my available specimens might be of interest to you.”

“That is kind of you, but I am busy tomorrow.”

“The day after?”

“I’m afraid I’m quite taken up for the next yellow month.”

She was walking back towards her desk and Gwain didn’t want her to go that way, so he said, “Well, at least let me give you my card.” He had a few that he used for business about town when purchasing supplies. It had his name and ship, and he’d written the location of the anchorage in pencil.

Andromache took it, glanced at his full name, then did a double take. Gwain was accustomed to this sort of thing. He did not want to go into a detailed explanation of his lineage at this precise moment, so he backed towards the door with a wave of his hand. “If you change your mind, send a message. Or just show up. On the main deck, preferably.”

He threaded his way towards the entrance, trying to move quickly without actually running. His hand was on the door handle when he heard her shout.

Gwain threw open the entrance and dashed down the steps of the Temple of Memory. He noticed, as he fled, that the mosaic tiles of the courtyard showed a colorful group of pegasus in flight. Jungle Song. Such a lovely name for an ancient language.

He didn’t have time to dwell upon it, though, for he’d heard the claws of the fossa clicking at a dead run over the stone floor of the museum, and he was certain that Andromache would be close behind.

Tzu did not need to be told what to do. They hadn’t worked together for fourteen years for nothing. The moment they cleared the building, she was crawling out of his hood and into his arms. Gwain flung her into the air—the easiest way for her to take flight under the circumstances—and she flapped over the rooftops above him. Gwain turned out of the alley and took a random route, not following his original path to the museum. He would have been hopelessly lost in the unknown city, had Tzu not dropped back down into his hood a moment later. She had assessed the maze-like streets from the air, along with the movement of their pursuers.

She murmured directions into his ear as he ran, but she didn’t sound concerned. “They’re not chasing you hard. Just annoyed. What did you steal?”

Gwain shook his head and saved his breath. He didn’t intend to underestimate Andromache. He sent Tzu up one more time after he’d gotten a fair distance away, and when she reported no sight of pursuers, Gwain allowed himself to put his back against a building and have a long, hard laugh.

Tzu looked at him in puzzlement. “Did you reclaim your property?”

For answer, Gwain put a hand into an inner pocket of his cloak and produced the enormous roach with the teal wings. Tzu wrinkled her nose. “This is what she stole from you? I don’t remember it.”

Gwain shook his head, caught his breath, and answered, “She stole a wyvern fang. I don’t know why it was worth breaking into my cabin. I would have just given it to her if she’d asked.”

He straightened and dusted himself off. “So I have taken something equally silly, and now we are even.” He put the insect back in his pocket.

Tzu rolled her eyes. “You just want her to come to dinner.”

“I do,” agreed Gwain. “I’d like to know how she managed that swim. Maybe once she realizes that I am not the grudge-holding sort, she’ll tell me.”

Tzu smirked. “Maybe next time she will not ‘set you on your ass.’”

“One can only hope,” said Gwain dryly.

He was whistling by the time he reached the docks and found a pegasus to take him back out to the Defiance. “Actually,” he told the pegasus mid-flight, “take us to the airship. Silas needs to see this.”
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Chapter 16. The Rookery of the Toothed Crane
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“Well, that is what I call a country villa,” said Silveo as he and Gerard approached the abode of Councilor Jace Stravos from griffin-back that afternoon.

“If what you want is a country unto itself,” agreed Gerard.

The “villa” was a fortress atop a tooth of rock well out from shore on the wetter side of the island. It appeared to be accessible only by air and sea, separated from the mainland by a small strait of frothy ocean. The overcast sky painted the waves a forbidding iron gray, and rain fell in stinging darts.

“Probably a good place to hold out against jagers,” continued Silveo critically. “I’m not sure they could bring their guns to bear on something that high, even if the seas are deep enough for approach.”

“A good place to hold out against anything,” murmured Gerard.

Silveo squinted. His eyes weren’t as good as Gerard’s, but he could see the bright green of gardens on terraced courtyards near the top of the fortress, along with more swaths of green around the village further down. Something else caught his attention—creatures circling the spire of rock against the gray clouds. Silveo couldn’t quite make sense of them. “Are those birds?”

Gerard was silent a moment. “I don’t think so.”

More of the shapes launched themselves from the cliffs of the island in a thickening swarm.

“You did say you have an invitation?”

“An invitation, but not an appointment.” Gerard was sounding less certain.

Another creature took flight from the rocky crags of the distant fortress. This one had a more recognizable silhouette and flew straight towards them. It was a pegasus—one of the biggest Silveo had ever seen, with gray and white feathers like a sea bird. When they were close enough, it hailed them, “You are entering the territory of the toothed cranes. Griffins are not welcome here.”

Gerard answered, shouting into the wind. “My name is Gerard Holovar. I was invited to visit by Councilor Jace Stravos.”

The pegasus was flying alongside them now, matching the griffin’s slow, gliding beats. “You will need to leave your griffin in the jungle. I can take you out to the rookery.”

I dislike this already, thought Silveo. Without their own mount, they would be trapped on the island.

He was sure that he didn’t need to point this out to Gerard. After a moment’s hesitation, Gerard said, “Very well.”

The island looked even more formidable once they reached the shore—a towering mass of natural stone, shaped here and there by sheltish hands, but overall giving a decidedly wild appearance. The number of flying creatures seemed to have increased.

The pegasus did not offer his name as they climbed onto his back and began the short flight to the place he’d called the “rookery.” “You sure this Jace person likes you?” asked Silveo in Gerard’s head.

“Griffins are predators,” Gerard pointed out, “particularly for pegasus.”

”I don’t think those things are pegasus.”

As they closed in on a courtyard near the top of the fortress, the creatures began swooping around them, and they were certainly not pegasus. Wyverns, was Silveo’s first thought. Big wyverns. Some of them must have been the height of a two or three story building when standing upright. They were four-limbed and probably moved along the ground in the same fashion as a wyvern on their first three toes, their wings folding over their backs. The wings were leathery, while the bodies appeared to have downy black and white feathers. The heads were the most arresting part of the animals—something like a stork with a massive red crest and a beak like a javelin. One flew past with a fish that must have weighed as much as Silveo, and he saw that they had shark-like teeth along their bills.

I’m not sure I like the wetter side of L’shore. Silveo realized he was clutching Gerard around the waist too tightly for comfort and forced himself to relax.

The “toothed cranes,” as the pegasus had called them, appeared to be nesting all up and down the cliffs of the island. They paid no attention to the pegasus, which gave Silveo some comfort. He saw other pegasus as well, who appeared to be sharing the cliff with the creatures, coming and going from the same ledges. The cranes made a variety of noises, ranging from a high chitter to a trumpeting bellow. Silveo didn’t hear anything that sounded like language, nor did their mount attempt to speak to the creatures.

They landed in an open courtyard near the top—rough-hewn stone overgrown with moss. “Wait here,” said the pegasus, and sauntered off into the shadowed hallways.

Silveo and Gerard stood dripping in their rain cloaks, staring around at the courtyard and then up at the toothed cranes circling against the gray clouds. “Well,” muttered Gerard, “the rainy side certainly has a different ambience.”

“More of a despair ambience,” agreed Silveo and then privately, “We are being watched.” He’d caught a flash of movement beyond the shadows of the entrance. He thought he glimpsed shelts. Their whispers reached him indistinctly through the rain and the wet fabric of his cloak. He pushed the hood down, in spite of the damp.

Gerard squinted towards the porch. “Strange that they didn’t invite us to wait out of the rain.”

Silveo turned and fixed his eyes on the distant waves. His ears, however, were pricked for sounds within the building. To Gerard, he said, “Can you see them? Your eyes are better than mine.”

After a moment of staring, Gerard answered, “You’re right. There’s a group. I can’t see details, but I think they’re all wearing black and white clothes.”

“Is it too late to change my mind about coming on your political errands?”

“Afraid so.”

“You didn’t bring your sword, did you?”

“No, it seemed paranoid. And possibly rude.”

“Well, I have brought some very rude knives, although they will not help us fly off this rock if our hosts turn hostile.”

At that moment, a faun carrying a lantern walked smartly out of the shadows of the porch and beckoned them to follow. Their observers must have scattered, because Silveo saw no one else as they stepped into the gloom, illuminated only by their guide’s solitary light. He was dressed in simple trousers and what looked like a waterproof leather smock—all very appropriate for the climate. In addition, he wore a bright red cap, and all his clothes were in shades of gray, black, and white, so that one could not help thinking of the toothed cranes.

“I sense a theme,” said Silveo. “Do you suppose they have a temple where they feed panauns to these things?”

“I think someone would have told me,” said Gerard. “Truly, Silveo, I think Phaedra would have warned me if coming here were dangerous.”

“I hope you’re right, but just to be sure, I’m going to watch your back and have a look around while you’re talking to Stravos. I’m not going to say much. Let him think I’m a servant if possible.”

“Silveo...”

“Or I can distract him while you look around, but I don’t think that will work as well. You’re just not very sneaky, Gerard.”

Gerard sighed. “I’m sure it’s my height.”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Yes, I’m sure that’s the only reason.”

He strained again for the sound of whispering beneath the wet squelch of their boots and their guide’s welcome. Gerard introduced Silveo as “my attendant.” After a heartbeat’s pause, he draped his wet rain gear over him like a coat track.

Silveo swallowed the expletive that sprang to his lips and struggled to roll up both cloaks as they advanced into the fortress. “You realize that I am devising unpleasant ways to wake you up tomorrow.”

“You said to treat you like—”

“Yes, I just meant don’t introduce me as your mate.”

Gerard sounded suspiciously like he was laughing. “Well, I had to do something to make it convincing. I don’t know why anyone would bring along a foxling as a servant. Unless I needed a paperweight.”

“I’m sure our host is wondering what you are sniggering at, Your Highness.”

“A doorstop, perhaps?”

Silveo could tell that Gerard was, in fact, trying to get him to calm down. It was working. He felt purely annoyed. “You can fuck off directly.”

“Do you want me to carry the cloaks?”

“No, no, you continue being an entitled prince. The role returns to you quite naturally.”

As they started down a twisting flight of stairs, Silveo thought he heard a distant rustle of fabric, a patter of following hooves, the hiss of voices echoing in stone tunnels. Sometimes the voices seemed to issue from the many branching passages, from above, or from beneath them. The place was a warren. Even Silveo’s sense of direction quickly failed him.

Twice, he could have sworn he caught movement in the branching tunnels as they passed, but it was difficult to be certain, as their guide carried the only visible light. There were no wall sconces. Silveo could feel the occasional breeze, indicating vented openings to the outside, but if they were intended to let in daylight, the clouds were too thick to oblige.

Some of the corridors seemed so rough that they might have been natural in origin. Others had dressed stone segments or seams of mortar where cracks or rockslides had been patched. This place is very old, thought Silveo.

At last, their guide brought them to a heavy wooden door, which he unlocked. It was something of a shock when they stepped into a large library with oil lamps, a crackling fire, thick rugs, and heavy tapestries. A person who must surely be the lord of the house rose from a chair by the fire, placed the book he’d been reading on a side table, and advanced upon them. “Sir, your guest and his attendant,” said their guide and departed.
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Chapter 17. Divinity
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Jace Stravos was a middle-aged shavier faun with an animated, cheerful face. Like their guide, he wore a red cap and was dressed in a black and white tunic and trousers. In addition, he wore a short, feathered cape that seemed likely to have come from the body of a toothed crane. He made a little bow to Gerard. “Prince Holovar.” His eyes skipped to Silveo briefly and then focused on the only person of real interest.

Well, that was easy. Good thing I didn’t wear bells and twice as much kohl.

“Welcome to my little off-island retreat,” purred Stravos. “I hope the arrival was not too startling.”

“It was certainly something different,” said Gerard. “Councilor Phaedra seemed amused by your description of this place as a ‘villa.’ I can see why.”

Stravos laughed merrily. “This island was used as a stronghold by ancient faun peoples when the volcano made the mainland intolerable, or when wild animals became particularly aggressive. A religious order grew up here over many generations, and pilgrims came from all over the archipelago to lay their loved ones to rest among the cranes or to take a token home for private devotion. The order used the natural lava tunnels and caverns on the island, cutting the rock only where necessary. They fell on hard times some years back. I purchased the island outright a decade ago, with promises to maintain their way of life largely undisturbed. I feel I can say with confidence that all have benefited. I’ve used my influence to bring new interest to their order, new devotees to their ranks, and the little town has thrived. For myself, I’ve gained deep insights from living here. It is a wonderfully antique place.”

Gerard inclined his head, his posture and mannerisms unconsciously mirroring his interlocutor’s. Silveo watched the way the firelight caught on the beads of rain-mist in Gerard’s dark hair. You will never not look like you ought to be wearing a crown. Can everyone see it? Or just me?

“Are the toothed cranes not aggressive?” asked Gerard. “They look ferocious, but they don’t seem interested in pegasus.”

Stravos smiled. “They are accustomed to the pegasus of the rookery, with whom they’ve shared their home time-out-of-mind. They do tend to become defensive when they sense a predator or even a stranger.”

“That’s why you asked us to leave our griffin ashore?”

“Just so.”

“Well, we thank you for taking the time to see us. I don’t know whether you’ve heard yet of the trade agreement I’d like to offer L’shore...” Gerard began his well-reasoned, tastefully phrased plea for shiploads of bird poop.

Silveo listened with half an ear while he sidled over to one of the bookshelves and began skimming the titles. Some were works also popular in Wefrivain. Some were in faun dialects that he could not read. Quite a few were of a sort that Silveo classified as superstitious twaddle—books on mysticism, magic, sorcery, spells, and the like. He picked up one and thumbed through it, encountering the usual nonsense about harvesting herbs only at twilight and destroying one’s enemies by feeding their hair to a goat. If this sort of thing worked, no one would need to hire assassins.

He turned a page and encountered a drawing of a wyvern, festooned in arrows with labels like, “imparts great fecundity,” “wear for luck over the heart,” “for relief of the falling sickness.” Silveo went still.

Behind him, Gerard was saying, “Your commerce would benefit not just my family and our people, but a host of refugees of all species who wish to settle in our islands. Wefrivain is changing, and we hope that backwards attitudes about trade with the Sunkissed Isles can change, too.”

Councilor Stravos clapped his hands. “What a marvelous sentiment! I am with you entirely. You shall have your guano, Your Highness! I have no doubt we can come to an agreement.”

Silveo turned to look at Gerard out of the corner of one eye. He was not surprised to see a trace of confusion on Gerard’s handsome, square-jawed face. After Phaedra’s shrewd bargaining and cryptic words about Councilor Stravos, Gerard had expected some kind of fight.

“Councilor Phaedra wanted guns,” he offered, clearly unsure of whether he was tipping his hand too much.

“Guns, lower tariffs, permissive trading policies, of course,” said Stravos. “The woman drives a hard bargain. She comes from the most successful merchant stock on our island. She’ll twist you around until you leave the bargaining table with half as much as you wanted for twice the number of concessions. But I might be able to sweeten the bargain for you, Gerard. Take some of the teeth out of the crane, as it were.” He laughed, and Gerard allowed a single, reserved chuckle.

“I take it you want something different, Councilor?”

“One thing, yes, and I believe you’ll be happy to part with it. We’ll trade one kind of shit for another.”

Gerard waited.

The Councilor walked over to the fire and picked up the book he’d been reading from the side table. “Wyverns are not gods, but animals with all the weaknesses and appetites of animals. They have economic value not unlike livestock. Their skins, bones, and organs fetch a high price on the black market. Would a true deity allow itself to be degraded in this way?”

As their host placed the book reverently back down, Silveo caught the flash of the title, stamped in gold across leather: The Guild of the Cowry Catchers.

Well, fuck.

“The text of your revolution, my friend!” said Stravos. “And, like all truly inspired texts, it transcends its initial purpose. You may have heard some rumor in your dark and dangerous land of the more curious practices of the fauns of the Pendalon Mountains—how they dance in the air with pegasus and sometimes form telepathic bonds with a chosen mount. This happens every year in the Great Portico of the palace at Clyperion. It is a sacred rite, a great mystery. I have yearned for a decade and more to bring this mystery to the shavier fauns of the Sunkissed Isles.

“But not with pegasus. We are of different stock here, bound to a different sort of animal. We are not so brutal as Wefrivain, but not so tame as the Pendalons. Our iconic beast is the toothed crane, which we believe carries our spirits into the next world. They cannot speak, but, oh, if only we could commune with them as our cousins commune with wild pegasus!”

“That is...fascinating,” said Gerard, his voice guarded. “I am not sure I understand how we can help...or what any of this has to do with Wefrivain’s revolution.”

“Wyverns have telepathic abilities,” said Jace Stravos. “This is widely known, though not well-studied. I believe, now, that I know the secret of the kings and queens of Clyperion—that they have tasted gods and have the power, however brief, to bind minds together and to tame the hearts of wild animals.”

Silveo put down the book he’d been holding and slipped around towards the fire for a closer look at the “inspired text.”

“Think of it, Prince Holovar!” continued Stravos with the maniacal energy of the devout. “All these years, you grishnards have been allowing an animal to devour you when, in fact, you could have become gods by devouring them!”

Gerard obviously didn’t know what to say. “I...feel you have misunderstood our...er...revolutionary text, sir. That was never the idea—”

“Nonsense,” said Stravos. He plucked the book up again, much to Silveo’s annoyance, and read, “Wyverns have sought at every turn to obscure their true purpose, which is to maintain unquestioned mastery of a servile population, who will keep them powerful and well-fed.” The Councilor tapped the page. “Powerful! And how do you suppose eating shelts keeps a wyvern powerful? Telepathy, my friend. Mind control. Ah, but there is even more! By consuming our bodies, they gain the ability to take our very shapes! I believe that this power, too, can be harnessed. The Firebird placed wyverns in our world for a reason. Every bad thing can also be put to a good use. Wyverns are no exception.”

Gerard was shaking his head. “Councilor, with respect, you truly do not understand the meaning of the book you’re holding as it pertains to Wefrivain. You never lived there. I am sorry to disappoint you, but wyverns cannot impart the gift of telepathy or shape-shifting in the way that you imagine.”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Do not antagonize this lunatic,” he said in Gerard’s head. “Make our excuses, stroke his ego, and get us out of here.”

“I think we need to find out what he wants,” countered Gerard.

“I think we already have a pretty good idea.”

Stravos seemed to take Gerard’s lack of faith in stride. He smiled benevolently. “Come with me, my doubting friend. I have something to show you.”

So they left the library via another door, and trooped down another series of switchback hand-cut steps. Most of them were a little too big for Silveo, so that his legs were soon burning. His arms were still full of both his and Gerard’s rain cloaks. He consoled himself with the fact that Gerard had to continually stoop or twist sideways on the steep, uneven steps beneath a low ceiling suited to smaller-statured fauns.

“Can I say I told you so yet? Why are we still here? My legs are killing me. I hope your back hurts just as much.”

“I’m certain it does, but don’t you want to see what he thinks will prove his point?”

“Gerard, he would probably say that we are proving his point at this very moment. And if he knew, he’d probably want to eat us.”

“That’s not how the magic works!”

“Do you know that? Does it matter?”

The air was growing fetid with brine and an acrid, ammonia scent. Silveo could hear the ocean. We have walked all the way down this mountain. Gods, I hope we don’t have to walk all the way back up.

They emerged into a vast cavern above a restless sea that crashed and eddied among the rocks below. Toothed cranes were flying in and out from the open ocean, and they were nesting everywhere in the walls and on jutting rock formations. “I believe we’ve found some bird poop. Can we leave now?”

“Too wet,” replied Gerard in his head.

They were stunned into both internal and external silence by the view that greeted them as they followed the Councilor along the smooth trail that traced the wall of the cave. Stretched out below them, half buried in foaming waves and quarreling cranes, lay the body of a wyvern. It had been picked nearly clean, but a few scraps of ragged gristle still clung to its bones. Looking farther into the cave, Silveo spotted other flashes of bone jutting from the slurry of rocks and sand.

Councilor Stravos turned to them with glittering eyes. “Ever since the unrest, a few of these ‘gods’ have been turning up in our islands. Some can take a shelt-like form, but talking beasts easily identify them by scent. Even most shelts note their strange behavior. They’re not like us, as your revolutionary text explains—not really people at all. I am not even sure that they are proper animals. They are a sort of spirit, I think, inhabiting a vessel of pure magic. Townsfolk spot them and bring them here under various contrivances. The cranes sense what they are at once. Wyverns usually take their true form to die, and this is how we have eaten them.”

“We?” asked Gerard weakly.

Stravos nodded. “I, my people...and the cranes.”

He lifted his hands into the air, and every toothed crane in the vast cavern took flight, all shrieking at once. The noise was deafening. It was all Silveo could do not to press himself against Gerard’s leg as the enormous animals dove at them, breaking off only at the last instant.

Gerard grabbed Silveo by the arm and pushed him behind, stumbling back against the wall. “Alright!” he shouted. “You’ve made your point!”

Councilor Stravos had a trace of sweat on his brow. His eyes gleamed fever-bright. Slowly, he lowered his arms, and the cranes dispersed. “You see?” he breathed. “Gods are not to be worshipped, Gerard, but eaten...for that way lies divinity.”

“Completely insane,” pronounced Silveo in Gerard’s head. “Must be all the wyvern he’s been munching. Now get us out of here.”

“What are you asking for, Councilor Stravos?” said Gerard. “What do you want to trade for fertilizer?”

“Wyverns,” said Stravos at once. “A connection forms between those who share in the same feast. The transformation is intense, and will, in time, include our entire bodies! We will soar through the air, by and by. We will dance our own sky dance.

“Unfortunately, the effects ebb over time. I believe they could be maintained indefinitely if the wyverns could be kept living somehow. Unfortunately, wyverns are challenging to keep in captivity. I suspect that you, of Wefrivain, might have some insight about that...”

When Gerard volunteered nothing, Stravos continued, “It is said that Azure Bay is drawing them in great numbers. Holovarus is Azure’s closest ally. Surely it can spare some wyverns. Perhaps you can even suggest a way to cage them living, so we will not need a new one so often. We might drink their blood, perhaps, at our holy feasts, instead of consuming their bodies.”

Silveo had to admire the fellow’s temerity. Despite Silveo’s words to Gerard, he wasn’t actually sure that Stravos was insane. His ideas made a kind of sense, and perhaps he was even correct. The cranes had certainly responded to his...call? Summons? Command? If he has a telepathic bond with them, what does that mean about the way these bonds are created? Silveo had never thought very hard about that. It was magic. It didn’t need an explanation. But Stravos wanted to treat it like science.

“Azure Bay is offering sanctuary to wyverns who want to live peacefully,” said Gerard. “I believe they would consider what you are describing to be a gross betrayal of trust.”

For the first time, Stravos’s smile looked less than friendly. “Surely I do not need to tell someone born in Wefrivain of the horrors perpetrated by wyverns upon an entire population.” He hesitated. “Or maybe I do. After all, it was your people who fed my people to dragons. Perhaps you do not regard this as a tragedy with a reckoning to be paid, Your Highness?”

Well, now we’re on familiar ground at least, thought Silveo.

“Perhaps,” continued Jace Stravos, his voice growing hard, “you do not wish to see fauns align themselves with a formidable beast that can offer power and protection? Perhaps you even fear it, Grishnard Prince.”

Silveo could see Gerard struggling to find a reasonable response that would deescalate the tone of the conversation. Before Gerard could think of a reply, Stravos continued, “Azure Bay is the closest of the inhabited islands of Wefrivain to us. It is now overflowing with wyverns. They have been pushed out of Wefrivain, and who knows where they may look to nest in the coming years?

“In addition, Kyros Magner and his jagers are conquerors, not rulers. Why should they stop with Wefrivain? They and their new weapons will soon make the crossing to our shores. Phaedra wants guns to counter them, but I want something more. Something both physical and spiritual that will keep fauns safe from all kinds of ravening monsters. Give me wyverns, Prince Holovar. Give me the oppressors of both our peoples. Demonstrate that fauns and panauns are truly on the same side. Just one or two wyverns each year. I’m sure you can concoct a mechanism. Tell them we have a sanctuary here. Tell them we will worship them. Tell them anything you like. Or find a cage or collar that will hold them, and send them by ship. Wyverns are parasites who have eaten people like you and me all their lives. You owe them nothing.”

A moment of silence. “I will consider everything you have said, Councilor Stravos,” said Gerard at last. “You have given me much to think about.”

Silveo was relieved that Gerard had not decided to give an honest answer on the spot. You have an ounce of self-preservation after all, my overly-truthful friend.

But Stravos wasn’t done. “As you have already pointed out, we have trade and fertilizer that can make Holovarus—and Azure Bay, for that matter—wealthy, safe, and well-fed. However, if you do not agree to my terms, I will use every scrap of my influence to block this trade agreement. The Order of the Toothed Crane is known and respected across the archipelago. I suggest you think very carefully before siding with wyverns over fauns...again.”

“I assure you that I and my companions have no interest in making the mistakes of our forefathers,” said Gerard diplomatically. “And you are wrong if you think I have no compassion for the fauns of Wefrivain.”

Don’t tell him we had anything to do with writing that book, thought Silveo in despair.

But that wasn’t where Gerard was going. “In fact, I wanted to ask you about a grishnard king, Leopaard Maijha, who lost his throne on account of having a faun child. A half-breed. It was a great scandal. The gods threatened him, and he fled with the intent of reaching the Pendalons. He would have watered here and taken on supplies with a small fleet of ships about two years ago. Do you remember him?”

A look of distaste flickered over Stravos’s face. His lip curled briefly before he smoothed away the expression. “Maijha. Yes, I remember him. He turned up here with an injured wyvern, seeking help for it. The audacity.”

Gerard blinked. “He...what?”

Stravos gave a truly nasty smile and continued, “His gods caught up with him in the end. Snatched him off his own ship the night he was to leave for the Pendalons. I’m sure it was easy for one of his officers to take his identity once they arrived on distant shores. But make no mistake: Leopaard Maijha is dead.”
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Chapter 18. The Crooked Room

[image: image]


Belvedere scampered along the catwalks of the Cormorant, over the bridge with the painted glass pane of colorful carp, past the intricate screens depicting birds and animals. Beyond the lattices and glass, the airy open decks swooped downward, dappled with shafts of sunlight from the latticed portions of the hull. The Cormorant was such a beautiful ship, and Belvedere loved her exceedingly. Today, however, he was on a mission, and the size of the ship was not helping.

Belvedere was determined to get the better of his dearest friends in their game of hide-and-hunt. He had been the first one discovered in the last four games, and it was beginning to sting. Belvedere was a good tracker. Even Theseus said so. But he wasn’t very good at hiding, at least not by the standards of a Serinese street urchin, a full-blooded wyvern, and a trained jaguar of Lord Magner’s court. Mouse, Dakar, and Theseus always seemed to find him quickly and easily. Then they used him to help find the others. They’d been downright smug about it lately. Belvedere was going to make them regret it.

Normally, he would have been backtracking by now, trying to climb on the lattice—which the children were strictly forbidden to do according to Master Creevy, so one had to be stealthy—or disguise his scent with something smelly or distracting. But today he wanted to get all the way down to the Star Room, which was in the lower middle of the ship. It was a long way from the children’s bedroom where the game had begun, so Belvedere didn’t have time for minor tricks. One big trick would have to do.

He arrived, winded, knowing that Mouse, who was currently the hunter, would already be after him, probably on the bridge with the glass fish even now. The Star Room was empty today, as it usually was unless Master Bellwater and Master Cobalt were doing some special maintenance. The room was intended as a central hub to service the ballonets and some of the light-gas bladder housing. On most airships, these things were accessed externally, near refueling ports, but the Cormorant had many unusual innovations, and this central room was one of them.

It was built around a pillar that included a supply closet, some emergency bags of sand, and a tank of water in case of fire. Walking into the Star Room was like walking into a hallway that curved out of sight in either direction. There were doors leading off the room every few feet, like spokes on a wheel. If you opened one, you’d find the bulge of a light-gas bladder with a ballonet valve assembly, and a narrow space to crawl underneath. The bladders were walled off from each other, so that an explosion in one would not necessarily lead to rupture or explosion of the others.

Like everything else on the ship, the Star Room was not only functional, but also decorative. There were no windows, only enclosed lamps in sconces. The lamps were fed by an internal supply of light-gas, controlled by a dimmer knob on the wall near the door. The children had been told many times to use only the lowest necessary setting on such lamps, so Belvedere turned the knob only once as he entered the room.

Even in his hurry, he couldn’t help but stop to stare upwards as the lamps glowed softly to life. The walls, ceiling, and floor of the Star Room were painted a velvety black. The ceiling had points of reflective metal in varying sizes. These “stars” appeared to shine from within. At the lowest setting, the walls of the room seemed to fall away, and one had the sense of standing in a night sky. The desire to follow the trail of stars on the ceiling became almost irresistible.

Belvedere did so now. He ran round and round the circle of the room, so that his scent would be everywhere. Then he started opening all the doors, crawling in a little way, and crawling back out. It would take Mouse time to search all this. Belvedere intended to be outside the room by then, hiding. While Mouse was busy investigating every cranny in the beguiling twilight of the Star Room, Belvedere would tip-toe to the door, shut it, and drop the bolt.

That’ll teach him to look for me first! That’ll teach all of them!

He wouldn’t leave his friend shut up for long, of course. He’d go find someone else to let Mouse out. Master Needles, perhaps. Needles wouldn’t tell on them. Probably.

By the time Needles released a furious Mouse from the Star Room, Belvedere intended to be somewhere far away and pleasant, like the crosstrees, perhaps, with a book, since it was bound to take his friends a while to sort everything out. The whole thing would be a hilarious joke, but the others would stop looking for him first every godsdamned time, damn their eyes.

Belvedere was still experimenting with possible expletives that he dared not utter aloud, when he pushed open a door and found himself staring down a long tunnel. Light-gass bladder fabric with a ballonet port bulged out of this door just like all the others, but a narrow metal lattice created a space to walk upright deeper inside. It curved over him like a garden gate—a mysterious tunnel.

Belvedere squinted. He could see light in the distance. It looked impossibly far away. He stood there for a moment, fascinated, trying to make sense of the dimensions. It had to be another exit from the Star Room. Nothing that far off should have a light source unless it opened to the outside. Belvedere hadn’t known there was another way out of this room. He didn’t think anyone else knew, either.

He stood still for a moment, biting his lip. Perhaps he’d been wrong about shutting Mouse in the Star Room. Perhaps he’d discovered an even better trick. After a moment’s hesitation, Belvedere shut the door behind him. There was no lock or bolt, so it should be easy to come back if he needed to. Just to reassure himself, he opened and closed the door a few times. Then he walked cautiously through the darkness, towards the far-off light.

*  *  *  *
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It was nearly time for lunch, and Dakar, Mouse, and Theseus were getting worried. They’d been looking for Belvedere for half a watch. “We shouldn’t have picked on him,” fretted Mouse. “He does stuff like this when he thinks he needs to prove something.”

“He’s bad at hiding,” muttered Dakar. “It doesn’t make sense that we haven’t found him.”

“We should tell Marlie,” rumbled Theseus. “Marlie would find him.”

“Marlie will tell Glossy,” groaned Mouse, “and she will tell Master Creevy—”

“And he will tell Silveo and Gerard,” said Dakar.

“And we will be in so much trouble,” finished Mouse.

“But we have not done anything wrong!” exclaimed Theseus.

“We won’t be allowed to play hide-and-hunt ever again,” said Mouse with certainty. “Dakar, I think you should try. It really does seem like he went in here and didn’t come out. Use your dragon nose. You’re the best.”

Dakar sighed. They were standing in front of the Star Room. Mouse had already searched it three times, and Theseus had been with him the last time. That had been before Dakar got tired of hiding and came looking for them.

Mouse and Theseus were good trackers, and Dakar didn’t feel the need to repeat their work. She didn’t like the Star Room. She’d gotten a funny feeling the first time she’d stepped in there, and she hadn’t gone back since. Something about the velvety blackness was disorienting. It felt like a place where one could get lost. Dakar knew this was silly. She felt embarrassed to admit it. But they were running out of options. The lunch bell would ring any moment, and they’d be forced to show up without Belvedere.

“He might come out when he hears the bell,” offered Dakar.

“If he is deep in a light-gas bladder, he might not hear it,” said Theseus. “We have shouted many times. I am worried about my brother, Dakar. Please try.”

“Alright. Fine.” She pushed open the door and went in. Mouse immediately turned the dimmer knob all the way up, dispelling the shadows and the illusion of a night sky. They were long past following the rules, and they needed light to work.

“Belvedere!” thundered Theseus. The heavy doors and layers of rubberized silk muffled sounds, but Theseus tried again anyway, “Belvedere, it is time to eat!”

“You win!” bawled Mouse. “We give up! Belvedere, come out!” He began opening all the ballonet doors.

Dakar changed shape. Instantly, heat became a color all its own, and the shadows leapt into brighter focus. Scent told an even sharper story. Dakar stretched like a cat, unfurled her wings for a moment, and then refolded them. Shifting into her wyvern form always felt like returning home after a long journey. She was only a very young wyvern, a bit smaller than Theseus, with black scales and a frilled ruff. Her wings and claws looked delicate, but her venomous fangs would have made short work of any enemies, even a jaguar. She was dangerous in so many ways, but fragile in others. There weren’t many shelts or animals who would welcome her in this form, and she wasn’t supposed to look like this anywhere that strangers might see. She couldn’t run around the ship as a wyvern, so this wasn’t how she normally played hide-and-hunt.

“Well?” asked Mouse.

“Give me a moment,” muttered Dakar. The stomach-twisting sensation was absent today. Dakar relaxed. Maybe she’d only imagined it. She walked around the circular room, sniffing. Belvedere had definitely been here. He’d opened the doors and crawled under the air bladders, but he hadn’t gone far beneath any of them. Her heat sense detected no trace of a warm-blooded creature deeper within the light-gas housing. It was as though Belvedere had simply run round and round this room...and vanished.

Dakar concentrated. Something is...twisty.

Against her better judgment, she said, “Mouse, turn down the lights for a moment.”

Mouse started to say something, then just shrugged. He went to the main door, and the knob went click, click, click... Down, down, down, and there. There it was. That dropping sensation in the pit of her stomach. Dakar screwed her eyes shut, opened them again. She was standing in a night sky. The stars shone like points of distant fire.

“Dakar?” Theseus sounded uncertain.

She gritted her teeth. “There’s something here I don’t understand.”

Mouse and Theseus were at her side in an instant, examining the floor around her. “Where?”

“No, not...not like that.” Dakar walked back to the main door, the others trailing behind her in confusion. “I don’t like this room,” she told them.

“Why?” asked Mouse. “Do you want me to turn up the lights again?”

Yes, she thought, but said, “No.” She took a deep breath. “I’m going to try following him with my eyes shut. Will you...” She felt so stupid saying it. “Will you stay with me? I don’t want to get lost.”

Dakar could almost feel Mouse and Theseus looking at each other over her head. I’m not acting like a shelt. I’m acting like a wyvern. I’m acting weird. Dakar hated it when they looked at her like she wasn’t one of them. But we have to find him. I have to find him. She was growing more certain of that with every passing moment.

Dakar got a good focus on Belvedere’s scent. Then she shut her eyes and walked slowly forward. She could hear Mouse and Theseus padding along behind her—the creepy dragon girl who was afraid of getting lost in a circular closet. Dakar tried not to think about that. She didn’t actually know what she was looking for, what she was trying to scent or sense or conjure from the shadows. But she knew that she needed to limit her sensory input, to shut off all distractions...

She walked until she felt certain she’d circled the room multiple times. Only it didn’t feel like that. Not with her eyes closed. It felt like she was walking in a straight line. At last, her nose bumped against wood. Dakar opened her eyes, half expecting to find herself somewhere else entirely.

Of course, she was just standing in the Star Room. She’d run into one of the doors. She was absurdly relieved to find Mouse and Theseus still beside her. “This door,” she said, even though they’d already been inside all the doors multiple times.

Mouse stepped forward and opened it. All three of them stared in surprise at the latticed tunnel that created a path through the folds of a light-gas bladder. “That...doesn’t make sense,” blurted Mouse. “We’ve...we’ve opened all the doors, and this wasn’t here!”

“There is a light very far away,” said Theseus, squinting into the tunnel. “Dark gods, but how can it be that far away?”

“Crooked,” muttered Dakar. “This room is...crooked.”

“I don’t understand,” said Mouse.

Theseus was bristling. “This is unnatural.”

“We have to find Belvedere,” said Dakar, and led the way down the long, long tunnel towards the distant light.

*  *  *  *
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The tunnel appeared to run the entire length of the light-gas bladder. Belvedere was disappointed when he reached the end and found, not an exit, but a stuffy little office, hemmed in by crates and half-finished shelving. There was a desk and chair, piles of papers, a sagging bookcase, an ancient abacus, and other tools Belvedere didn’t recognize.

He reasoned that the room must be against the very outer wall of the ship, but there were no windows, only a lamp turned down low, like those in the Star Room. Belvedere could find no knob to turn it up. The ceiling seemed high overhead, and yet it appeared to have stars like those he’d just left. Belvedere squinted at them. They seemed too far away, but in the shadowy twilight, it was hard to make sense of distances.

Belvedere was disappointed not to have found a way out. He was sure to be trapped here when Mouse came looking. Still, as he continued to poke around, he had a sense of returning excitement. He might not be very good at hiding, but what a find!

No one has been in here since we took the ship! He felt more certain of that with every dusty sneeze. This is a secret room! Belvedere couldn’t imagine how it had remained secret. Perhaps it simply hadn’t been worth anyone’s time to come all the way to the end of the hall and clean up this mess, but still... We could make it our secret playroom.

He almost wished Mouse would come barreling through the door and find him, so that they could explore together. He glanced over his shoulder, but the long tunnel was completely dark. Belvedere wished, now, that he’d left the door at the other end open, just to remind himself of how easy it was to go back. The strange little office felt very far from the rest of the ship. Belvedere couldn’t hear any noises, not even the soft creak of the hull or braces shifting. He strained his ears for the distant sound of a bell, a whistle, a closing door, but he heard nothing. I must not be against the hull after all. I must be in the middle of an air bladder.

The idea made him feel strange—so far away from everyone. Belvedere squinted upwards again. The ceiling couldn’t really be that far away, could it? He was beginning to feel disoriented, and he decided to delineate the edges of the room. I must be against the hull, he reasoned. That tunnel was too long for this room to be inside an air bladder. Perhaps if he found the hull, there would be a porthole window that he could open for light and ventilation. Perhaps he would even find his hoped-for exit.

The walls on either side of the office looked much like other walls in the ship—varnished wood, probably light and thin. Belvedere couldn’t see the back wall beyond all the crates and shelves. He tried not to feel bothered by the deepening shadows as he wove among the dusty boxes. Most of the crates were marked with symbols for food and appeared to be broken open and empty. Belvedere was glad of that. He felt certain that any food stored here would be a nasty-smelling pulp by now. The shelves were full of equipment. They looked like the sorts of things Captain Ackleby used when he was working on the little sailboat. Airship tools. Belvedere wondered whether it might be wrong to keep the room a secret. Maybe these things were valuable.

He kept expecting to reach a wall, but instead, the twilight march of shelves and boxes went on and on. Now Belvedere was passing tables stacked with lumber, piles of gears and metal fittings, rope, sailcloth, tackle blocks... How is all of this in here?

Belvedere had been totally wrong about the size of the room. It wasn’t an office. It was a warehouse. A secret warehouse in the belly of the Cormorant.

How?

The shadows were growing deep. Belvedere was amazed that he could still see anything at all. The stars overhead looked so bright, but he didn’t know how they were finding any light to reflect.

Belvedere stopped suddenly. Beyond the silhouette of yet another rack of shelves and tools, he saw daylight at last. Thank the Firebird. He’d found a porthole window. I knew I had to be against the hull!

Something grabbed his foot.

Belvedere gave a yelp of panic and leapt back against a bookcase, tipping over a box of nails and sending them showering across the floor. A stranger was sitting against the crates where Belvedere had been standing. He was dressed in fine clothes—party clothes, in fact—but rumpled and stained. He had dark hair, paws, no boots. Belvedere thought he was a grishnard. In the gloom it was hard to guess his age, but he was certainly an adult.

They stared at each other. When the stranger didn’t move or speak, Belvedere quavered, “Hello?” He wondered, for one horrified moment, whether the stranger was dead. Maybe he hadn’t grabbed Belvedere’s foot at all. Maybe Belvedere had only tripped on his outstretched leg. Maybe that gleam in his eyes was not life, but only reflected starlight.

Then, hesitantly, the stranger raised his hand. It was an odd gesture, like someone hailing from a long way off, even though they were only a few paces apart. Belvedere gathered his courage and came forward. “Are you hurt? Have you been in here for long?”

The stranger looked gaunt. He was an adult, but not elderly. “Come on,” said Belvedere. “My mother is a healer, and so is my...” He didn’t know what to call Marlie. “We have two healers. They’ll help you.” He felt silly now for being afraid of this person. He was obviously very sick and perhaps starving. Did he eat rotten food from those crates? Belvedere crouched in front of him. “It will be alright, even if you’re a stowaway. We’re in port. We can put you ashore, and it won’t be bad. It’s a nice island. There’s plenty of food. Come on.”

The stranger was staring at him with an expression of fascination. Belvedere was aware that people found him attractive, and he was accustomed to being stared at, but this was something different. The stranger licked his cracked lips and whispered, “Are you real?”

A chill ran down Belvedere’s spine.

Then he heard the glorious sound of Mouse’s voice bellowing, “You’ve won the fucking game, Velvet! Congratulations! Come out before Silveo gives you your prize in deck-sanding duty!”

Belvedere let out a long breath as his sense of normalcy came flooding back. He reached for the stranger’s bony hand and tried to pull him to his feet. “There, you see? That’s my friend, Mouse. We’ll help you.”

To his surprise, the fellow staggered up and began backing away from him. He held a finger to his lips and gave a manic smile. Then he ran deeper into the shadows of the cavernous room.

“Damn it.” Belvedere hesitated for a moment. Then he turned and dashed towards the voice of his friend. He was surprised to find, not just Mouse, but also Theseus and Dakar, staring around at the deceptively cramped office. Dakar was in wyvern form. She hardly ever looked like that.

Belvedere was suddenly worried. “Did something bad happen?”

Mouse rolled his eyes. “Yeah, you hid all morning and scared us, and we’re about to get into trouble when they can’t find you for lunch. What in the hells is this place?”

Belvedere gaped. “I didn’t...! All morning? I barely got here!”

“This room is crooked,” said Dakar unhelpfully. “We need to go.”

Theseus was bristling. “This is an unsafe place.”

Belvedere looked between them. “It’s lunch time?”

“Yes,” said Mouse. He didn’t look like he was joking. He looked upset, and it took something serious to upset Mouse. Belvedere allowed himself to be led towards the door, but stopped on the threshold. “Wait, there’s somebody in here! He’s sick. I think he might be a stowaway or a sailor who got lost. We have to help him.”

Dakar reared up on her hind legs, her dragon head peering over the shelves and boxes. Then, with a suddenness that made Belvedere flinch, she jumped into the air. Her wings spread in a dark shadow over their heads for an instant before she vanished from sight.

“How did you find this place?” muttered Mouse.

“I just opened a door in the Star Room,” said Belvedere in bewilderment.

“Were the lights down low?”

“Yes.”

“How many times did you run around the circle?”

“I don’t know. Is this a magic room?”

“I think it must be.”

Dakar was back an instant later. “We need to go.”

“But the stowaway—”

“It’s not safe, Belvedere!” She was agitated, maybe even scared. Belvedere had never seen Dakar scared before. She folded her wings and seemed to compose herself. “I will come back for this stowaway, but not right now. I need to think. Let’s go.”

“There’s a porthole window,” Belvedere ventured. “I saw it further in...”

“No,” said Dakar with finality. “You didn’t.” She spread her frilled ruff and bared her needle-sharp teeth at the darkness.

Belvedere was afraid to say anything else.

No one spoke again until they were standing in the wonderfully ordinary sunlight outside the Star Room. The lunch bell was ringing. Belvedere was amazed. I really was in there all morning!

“We have to tell the skipper,” he whispered.

“No,” said Dakar.

“Dakar, really,” began Mouse, “Captain Ackleby needs to know what’s on his ship—”

“It’s not safe.”

“Perhaps it should be destroyed,” rumbled Theseus.

Dakar looked at him with a trace of contempt. “This isn’t something that can be blown apart with guns or black powder, Theseus.”

“Then what is it?”

Dakar scowled with concentration. “A crooked room.” She thought for a long moment and finally added, “I will tell them. When I think of a way to explain, so that nobody gets hurt. Please let me do it. As for the person you think you found...if someone is lost in there, I don’t think he needs to eat.”

Belvedere, Mouse, and Theseus looked at each other. “Alright,” said Belvedere at last.
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Chapter 19. A Good Wyvern
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Dakar sat against the wall below the open porthole window in Gerard and Silveo’s guest cabin aboard the Defiance. She’d returned to the form of the black-furred foxling child that she used most often around Mouse and Belvedere. She’d played with them all afternoon, and nobody had mentioned the Crooked Room or the stowaway or telling the adults. No one had suggested playing hide-and-hunt, either. Dakar had excused herself well before dinner, and no one asked where she was going or what she intended to do. They had left the problem with her, and they weren’t worried about it anymore. They...trusted her.

Why?

Dakar was thinking about Azure Bay, about the little wyverns from the temple on Holovarus, the ones who were still having trouble holding their shape without a more powerful wyvern to help them. She was thinking about her conversation with Isabell Azure before leaving. “Lazaran had done so many things, lived so many lives...at least according to him. He told me he was a monster, but he was never a monster to me. He was a friend. He was kind. He exiled himself out here, and it must have seemed to him like dying, but for me and my people, it was life. He was everything an island deity should be. If Lazaran could do that...be that...then other dragons can, too. I will honor his memory by helping his people if I can.”

Dakar wondered what would happen if any of the great gods—the full-blooded males—ended up in Azure Bay. Lazaran was an outcast. Isabell doesn’t know what we’re really like. Lazaran told her the truth, and she didn’t believe him, because she loved him.

But maybe Dakar didn’t know the truth, either. She was just a child, after all. At least, that’s what everyone kept telling her, even though it seemed like they kept asking her to do adult things. I’m a child until they need help, and then I’m supposed to know what to do because I’m a dragon. When Silveo tries to throw himself into the sea because he can’t talk, and I see a way to fix it... Dakar chewed her lip. Lazaran had said some things that made her wonder what she’d really done when she linked Gerard and Silveo together. Did I do something bad? Without even knowing it?

Lazaran said I could be one of the heroes. Dakar wished she’d had more time to talk to him. It had seemed like they would have all the time in the world. Dakar had been unfriendly at first. She’d felt threatened. She’d wasted time posturing at him. She regretted every useless moment now. There were so many more questions she could have asked.

Dakar chewed her lip. People like Mother and Lazaran and her father seemed eternal, but they weren’t. They could disappear forever in the blink of an eye.

She wondered what would happen when jager guns reached Azure Bay. There was a treaty, but if wyverns attacked those ships, the treaty would be null, and the jagers would blow them to pieces.

The world has changed fast, and wyverns do not know how to change fast. We live so long, and we make babies so slowly... She thought of some of the bones in Master Gwain’s boxes—creatures that were gone from the world forever. We could be like that. We could be all gone in just a few years. The idea made her feel queasy in the pit of her stomach, and not just for herself.

Mother didn’t understand this. We don’t need to control other creatures to be safe. We need our own place. Apart from them, maybe. And we need to understand ourselves. We need to talk to each other. Things like the Crooked Room are wyvern things. I should understand, but I don’t. I bet someone in Azure Bay would understand. One of them would know what it is and how to fix it. It should be our job to fix it.

Dakar snapped out of her reverie as footsteps sounded in the hall. The lock rattled, and then the door banged open. “Gods’ blood and scales!” exploded Silveo as though he’d been holding in a great many words. “And I thought Wefrivain had a problem with religion!”

Gerard looked tired. He started to shuck off his rain cloak and then paused with his hand in the pocket. “What’s this?”

“Oh, you didn’t expect me to do nothing with all that fabric in my arms, did you? You give me your cloak to hold, don’t be surprised if it comes back with something in the pocket.”

“Silveo...”

“We need to see what they’ve been reading.”

Gerard drew his hand out of his pocket, holding a leather-bound book with text in gold leaf. Dakar squinted. The Guild of the Cowry Catchers.

Silveo snatched it away from Gerard and thumbed through the pages. “Well, it’s missing a lot of the humorous woodcuts. Also our names, thank the gods.”

“I seriously doubt the gods had anything to do with this.”

Silveo laughed, still skimming the text. “Our revolution has gotten a lot more violent, it seems. Gwain should read this.”

Gerard passed a hand over his face. “It was already pretty violent. You can’t control ideas once you let them out into the world. You can’t control information. Like how to kill wyverns.”

“Or how to eat them in order to attain their powers, apparently.”

“What?” Dakar stood up from the wall.

Silveo and Gerard both spun around.

Silveo reacted first, his eyes skipping to the porthole window and back to her. “Dakar, we already asked you not to do that, but ye gods do we have a better reason now!”

“Did you come in here through the window?” demanded Gerard, a little slower on the uptake. “In wyvern form?”

Dakar rolled her eyes.

“There is a cult on this island that has been eating wyverns in hopes of gaining their powers. Their leader seems to think he can mind-control toothed cranes, which...if you haven’t seen a toothed crane...maybe you should.” Gerard spread his arms to indicate a very big animal.

“Their leader thinks that if he noshes enough wyvern, he’ll be able to change shape,” said Silveo. “He’s wrong about that, right?”

Dakar stared at them. “He...what?”

“We’ll talk about it over dinner,” said Gerard. He came forward and took her gently by the shoulders. He leaned down, his dark eyes searching her face. “Dakar, it is important that you not be seen to shift here. Do you understand?”

She sighed. “Don’t be a wyvern, Dakar. Unless we really need you to be one. Then be good at it.” Morchella’s words: “You are not a shelt. Don’t confuse yourself with them.” Dakar shook her head to clear it. “Gerard, there’s a room on the Cormorant that...”

“What I want to know is who he thinks was with Leopaard Maijha,” interrupted Silveo. “He said, ‘an injured wyvern.’ That makes no sense.”

Gerard straightened. “Maybe Leopaard had someone in his personal guard who was part wyvern? One of the minor priestesses, even? Gwain might know.”

“It is definitely time to tell Gwain what we’ve learned,” said Silveo. “I see no reason to sail to the Pendalons when so many people seem convinced that Leopaard died right here.”

“I agree, but...” Gerard made a face. “Merta left him yesterday. I don’t know whether you noticed, but he went to the Cormorant for dinner and came back somewhat the worse for drink, which is not like him—”

Silveo gave a longsuffering sigh. “And then someone broke into his cabin and added injury to insult. This does seem like poor timing.”

“If we absolutely must tell him his father is dead this evening, so be it, but—”

“We can wait. Leopaard is not going to get any deader, and we are not sailing anywhere until the Fang is finished fitting out.”

Dakar tried again, “There’s a crooked room on the Cormorant—”

“Also,” said Gerard, “Phaedra wouldn’t commit to any statement about Leopaard, and I wouldn’t trust Stravos to tell me the color of a cloudless sky at noon. So maybe...”

Silveo shrugged. “There’s a wan hope, I suppose. If Leopaard is living somewhere in the islands, maybe he’ll turn up. We’re not exactly hiding here.” He glanced at Dakar. “What were you staying about the Cormorant, Dakar?”

She looked between them. “Mouse and Belvedere and Theseus and I found a weird room, with...supplies.”

“Well, tell Captain Ackleby,” said Silveo. “I’m sure he’d welcome more supplies. They’re running a little low, I think.”

Dakar sighed. Am I being a good wyvern or a bad one? “Alright.”

Gerard opened the cabin door. “We need to change clothes, and then we’ll see you at dinner. We’ll tell you the whole story of Jace Stravos. I think you’ll see why we’re concerned.” He motioned her out with a pointed expression. “For Firebird’s sake, use the hall.”
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Chapter 20. Cut and Shuffle
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Anaroo sat across from Silas in the private entertainment room within the captain’s suite of the Cormorant. It was a sunken space into which one descended from their more formal stateroom. The walls were lined with soft couches around a table perfect for cards or drinks. The space could accommodate about a dozen guests comfortably, and it even included a tiny theater for performances or music.

So far, though, the only people who’d entertained themselves here were Silas and Anaroo. Anaroo suspected Silas was feeling a bit besieged, what with everyone and everything that had required his attention over the winter. He was a private person by nature, and his efforts to hide his species identity over the last twenty-odd years had made him downright secretive. He was finding these patterns hard to break in spite of his best efforts, particularly without the blunting effects of poppy. Gus, Marlie, and Glossy had hosted dozens of small parties in their beautiful rooms since coming aboard the Cormorant, but Silas had held out Ama like a shield. Clearly, he could not host parties because his rooms contained a baby.

Anaroo didn’t mind. She’d begun privately calling their entertainment area “the basket,” because Silas’s behavior here reminded her of their evenings spent beneath the Albatross’s keelhead. She found it particularly pleasant when Percy took Ama after dinner, which happened more often than not, and she and Silas would sit together at the polished table and play cards or write letters or discuss the day’s events. Sometimes he was animated, sometimes monosyllabic. Anaroo had never disliked silence when it was companionable.

This evening, she was dissecting the little gun Silveo had given her, taking it apart and putting it back together again, cleaning it as Theseus had instructed, and admiring the strange artistry of the device.

Silas was practicing shuffles. He knew a number of showy ones, and he could do most of them one-handed. Anaroo thought of how many people had complimented her over the years on her talent with a bow. She’d always thought privately that she simply spent more time at practice than most other people. Watching Silas with his cards, she thought the same thing. He’d played cards nearly every evening since she’d known him—by himself or with a partner, but always practicing.

As though he thinks that he might lose everything tomorrow and have to start all over again.

His one-handed bridge and riffle was a delight to watch, although about every fifth time, he botched it and sent half the cards flying into her lap. This was clearly annoying him. He did it over and over. He hadn’t said a word since he sat down.

At last, Anaroo spoke, “Are you going to let Percy invite those actors to the party?”

Silas’s shuffle fell apart again, and his tail vibrated on the couch between them. “I suppose.”

“Gus seems worried about whether we’ve got enough stores for all the people who appear interested in attending.”

“Percy volunteered to make a menu and do the shopping.” Silas was keeping his voice neutral. “The ship’s company does need something to pull them together.”

“Did you hear what Percy said after Gwain showed up with that insect this afternoon?”

Silas made a noncommittal noise.

“He said, ‘Gwain comes running in with a giant roach, and Silas is ready to tongue-kiss him.’”

Silas gave a half-smile, and Anaroo felt certain that he had indeed heard Percy’s comment. “I heard you say that you used to eat them on Maijha Minor,” he countered.

“We did. I’ll suggest them as part of the actors’ menu if you like.”

Silas’s unpremeditated laugh bounced around the room. He put his cards down and rubbed his eyes with two fingers. At last, he scooted around the table and put an arm around Anaroo. “You are being very patient with my mood this evening.”

Anaroo scooted down and leaned into him. She reached out with one hand and laced their fingers together. “I’m sure I have never in my life been called patient.”

“You said you were going to talk to him.”

“I’ve tried. He keeps running away from me.”

“Well, then, that’s an answer—”

“He doesn’t know me, Silas. You need to talk to him.”

Silas’s free hand wandered back over to the cards as though it had a life of its own. His clever fingers split them, and they purred back together again. “Maybe Percy would be better off if he took his actor with him and went back to the Anemone.”

“Maybe he would,” said Anaroo. “I suggest you have a conversation about it.”

“It’s not that easy,” muttered Silas, still splitting and shuffling. “I...said some things...”

“I’m pretty sure he has also said some things.”

The cards whispered. Silas did not.

“Well, I do hope you finish the Honeytail before he leaves,” said Anaroo. “If you and I made Ama, then you and he have given birth to that little boat.”

Anaroo could feel Silas’s grin against the side of her face. “Gus helped.”

“Gus helped when you asked, but he’s been trying to keep the rest of the ship running while you ignore it to rebuild the last scrap of the Scarlet Albatross. Gus has been doing a good job. You ought to say so.”

Silas grunted.

“And speaking of Gus,” continued Anaroo, “he’s having a bit of trouble figuring out how to handle Percy. You may need to talk to both of them.”

Silas frowned. “I haven’t heard them arguing.”

“No, because Gus is afraid to disagree with him. At some point, Gus will need to disagree with him, and then there will be trouble.” Anaroo sat up a little. “In fact, I think it would not go amiss if the six of us sat down periodically and had an honest chat. We can play games. In here maybe.”

“Six?” asked Silas blankly.

“Gus, Marlie, Glossy, you, me, Percy,” said Anaroo. “The core of this ship, Silas. The people who will not be changing every season. Well, unless Percy runs off with an actor.” She frowned. “Possibly Needles and Cobalt, too. I really thought they would go with the Defiance once we all sorted ourselves out, but that’s looking less likely.”

Silas screwed up his face. He started to say something, stopped, scratched his head. “A ship is not a democracy,” he began.

Anaroo rolled her eyes. “No, it’s a tyranny. At least the way grishnards do it.”

“You make this sound like a...a....family ship.” He said the word as though it had fleas.

Anaroo cocked her head. She was truly puzzled by this aversion to family ships. “Isn’t it?”

Silas scooted away from her. He shuffled the cards with both hands for a moment. At last, he said, “I know you are thinking of the way zeds do things.”

Anaroo nodded. “I feel we do things fairly well.”

“Yes, but...in most of Wefrivain, family ships are slovenly and full of nepotistic hiring practices.”

Anaroo laughed. “Are you seriously going to tell me that the way grishnards do things is not nepotistic?”

Silas was not quite such a hypocrite as to say this.

“Wefrivain is changing,” continued Anaroo. “Airships and the culture that has surrounded them will be turned on its head. You have a chance to rewrite the rules. Rewrite them better. And, yes, more democratic. We all know you’re the captain, Silas, but the rest of your family deserves some input.”

Silas was quiet for a while. Split and shuffle, split and shuffle. Finally, he said, “I want to show you something.”

He got up and went into his office. Anaroo resumed cleaning the gun. At last, Silas emerged with a couple of letters. He slid one out of its envelope and passed it to her. The paper was fine and thick, the writing bold and precise. Her eyebrows rose higher the further she read.

At last, she set the letter down and stared at it. “Gods.”

“There’s another,” he said. “It’s a bit more personal...philosophical, even. I’m not quite sure how to respond.”

Anaroo picked it up and began skimming through the long paragraphs. She laughed. “You really impressed him.”

Silas scratched his head. “I wasn’t trying to.”

“What are you going to tell him?”

Silas scowled at the cards. Cut and shuffle, cut and shuffle. “I don’t know.”
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Chapter 21. Where It Happened
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“You want me to do what?”

Silveo and Gerard were standing on the quarterdeck of the Fang. Lecklock loomed on the horizon. Even from this distance, Gerard could see the twinkle of festival lanterns.

Gerard drummed his fingers on the rail. “I wanted to know whether you’d take your own advice.”

Silveo watched Thessalyn setting up her harp on deck. A number of sailors were loitering, waiting to hear her play. “Me? Leave Wefrivain? Not a chance.”

“I know you’re comfortable here. You’ve made a place for yourself, and you feel mostly safe, but this isn’t a safe place, Silveo. You said it yourself: Morchella gets bored.”

Silveo sneered. “Of toys. I’m not a toy. I’m a tool. She’ll keep me as long as I’m useful.”

“Then the Resistance will kill you. They came close on Mance.”

“We all die sometime.”

“I thought you said you were a survivor.”

“I am! I have authority here with hundreds of swords around me—good food, plenty of books, and a legend that earns me respect and keeps me safe. Out there—” He waved his hand in the direction of the outer crescent. “—anything could happen. Out there, they eat foxlings for all I know, or feed them to griffins.”

“I’m not saying you should go alone. I’m asking you to come with us.”

Silveo turned to him, his face a mask of shadows and starlight. He stared at Gerard as though he were trying to see through heavy fog, as though they were both suddenly speaking an alien language.

Gerard felt it, too—the dizzy sense of another life, layered over this one. A flooded mill. A girl with black rainbows in her hair. Silveo naked and hairless and lost. Silveo bright-eyed and healthy, skin ghost-pale in the moonlight, his breathless laugh against Gerard’s ear. Gerard couldn’t breathe. On the quarterdeck, Silveo was backing away from him. One hand gripped the rail, knuckles white.

Everything stopped.

No wind in the sails, no rush of water against the hull, no murmur of voices on deck. They stood in a sucking silence, the world motionless around them.

“I’m sorry!” Thessalyn’s voice rang out plaintively from the deck.

She got up from her harp and came towards them. Silveo slid down the railing, his eyes dilated to pools of blackness. Gerard wanted to go to him, hold him. And that was insane. He’d cut me.

No, he wouldn’t. Not now.

When is now?

“This is where it happened,” said Thessalyn, “I think.” She was leaning up against the bulkhead, as though she could see them there, although her blind eyes still looked faded and unfocused. “I need to understand. I’m sorry. Please don’t be afraid. Just...let me do this.”

The world blurred, and Gerard thought he would fall over or be sick or both. The rigging creaked. Sails drew wind. Water rushed along the hull. Sailors spoke in low voices.

Silveo was still crouched against the railing. His tail had fluffed up to twice its normal size.

On the deck below, Thessalyn was back at her harp as though she’d never left it. She began to play—a very old song in High Grishnard, the words ancient and impossible to understand, but heartbreakingly beautiful.

Silveo stood up. He shut his eyes and spoke as though he were reading off the inside of his head. “Gerard, you can’t fix me. I appreciate what you and Thess are offering, but I’m beyond fixing. Do whatever you have to do. Please don’t tell me about it. Just leave me a note.”

Gerard flinched. He’d forgotten that part. He almost said, “You were never beyond fixing,” but Silveo held up a hand as though to hush him.

Thessalyn’s voice rose quavering in the open air. They were passing a little numerary of Lecklock. Suddenly, a flourish of movement erupted from the trees, and a flock of pegasus took flight. They were jungle pegasus—small and nimble, with short wings in vivid colors. They flew over the ship—a riot of sunflower yellow, blood crimson, and royal purple.

They circled only the Fang, although the Dark Wind and Sea Feather were sailing nearby. They began to sing.

Gerard knew he’d seen all this before, lived it already. And yet the wonder of it washed over him anew. The pegasus’ voices harmonized, mingled, shifted, but the song was recognizably Thessalyn’s. She did not falter, but kept playing and singing while they flew around her—a whirl of brilliant colors and rich music. They were flying a pattern now—a sky dance. The pattern grew in complexity.

Gerard saw Alsair come on deck. Alsair spotted the pegasus, tensed, and Gerard bounded down from the quarterdeck. He grabbed Alsair’s ruff. “No! Let them be!”

Alsair whined, but Gerard was distracted by a sudden twitch behind his eyes, a memory of being pinned down, struggling uselessly, a hint of laughter. No. He concentrated on the music, on Thessalyn—her hair shining like spun gold, like flame—the song so old and so beautiful and the pegasus’ voices in the starlight. Somewhere in the back of his mind something struggled, then recoiled and was gone.

The pegasus froze in midflight. The sailors on deck froze, staring upward with expressions of rapture and amazement. Somewhere on the Sea Feather, Arundel must be frozen in the act of drawing his bow to bring one of these animals crashing into the sea, where it would drown in saltwater and its own blood.

But that horror was past. That pegasus was long dead. Arundel was dead. This had happened more than two years ago, and yet it felt so real, so now.

The world hung suspended in a great and awful silence, arrested in a moment of splendor, an instant before it all fell apart.

Thessalyn rose from her harp, an expression of deep concentration on her face. “I was trying to protect you both, but I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t know what I could do.”

She looked up at the quarterdeck, and Gerard followed her gaze to Silveo. He was staring at them, round-eyed. Finally, he whispered, “Thess?”
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Chapter 22. The Honeytail Reborn
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Percy clapped onto the helm and wedged one foot firmly under a bollard as the Honeytail wobbled upwards on her maiden voyage. Well, not quite maiden, he thought. She’d lived at least three lives so far. She’s about as maiden as the rest of us.

Dawn was just breaking over the horizon, and the wind held steady in the nor’east. The air tended to get choppier as the day heated, which was why Silas had his friends up at first light, unbattening the sailboat and securing her tether. He was trimming the jib now, while Percy worked the ballonets and the new gear-driven pectorals.

The Honeytail had a real helm this time—small, but with all the basic parts. Silas had insisted on installing a bollard right beside it, “In case we ever need to hang her stem and stern.” Percy doubted they would ever need to do that with such a tiny boat. He knew perfectly well that the bollard was for him—so that he could jam one foot under it and keep his balance while using his hand on the controls. Although anybody could use an extra bit of purchase the way this boat handles, Silas.

They were both wearing body harnesses intended for lifelines, which were attached to the Honeytail’s mainmast. Percy had clipped his without comment when Silas handed it to him on the deck of the Cormorant. Silas had clipped one as well, but removed it the moment they were clear of the Cormorant’s upper rigging. If he hadn’t, he’d probably have the line hopelessly tangled around Percy and the wheel by now, the way he was darting about the boat.

Percy forced himself not to comment that, while Silas did have two hands, he could not actually fly and should possibly reconsider his lifeline. They didn’t have the ballast quite right. The Honeytail was canting absurdly starboard. Percy suspected that she would end her maiden voyage on her beam-ends with him and Silas clinging to the benches as their companions hauled them back to the Cormorant, probably while delivering some pointed doubts about their abilities as shipwrights.

In spite of the fact that Percy was the one wearing a lifeline, Silas kept shooting him quick glances as though to make sure he wasn’t about to fall. Percy was trying to be patient with this sort of thing. It’s my own fault I wasn’t up here the last time he tested her...demonstrating my ability to hang on with one foot.

Percy had had no part in the Honeytail’s first reconstruction or testing, even though it had gone on from the deck of his own ship. The period of time immediately after he’d lost his arm was a blur in his memory—a fevered delirium as he’d fought for his life with an infection that had grown severe because he’d initially refused the amputation. As the fever broke, the pain had set in, along with the knowledge that he would never again tie proper ship’s knots, climb a rigging normally, or play the cello.

He’d blunted his physical and mental distress with days spent smoking Silas’s poppy. While the poppy had eased his suffering, it had also stolen time and brought out the more boorish side of his personality. Looking back, Percy was amazed that Layjen, Silas, Anaroo, Creevy, Cobalt, and everyone else had been so patient with him. He’d been downright rude when Anaroo coaxed him aboard the Honeytail for the first time. He’d nearly fallen off the rope ladder, and hadn’t thanked her for catching him.

In this, as in so many other things, Percy had initially refused to learn workarounds for his injury. But the moment he’d stepped onto the little sailboat, something inside him had shifted, awoken. Silas had asked him to go on the cutting out, they’d talked about the past without rancor, and, suddenly, learning how to live with one hand had seemed worth the trouble and humiliation. And truly, most of the humiliation is in my own head.

A season ago, he would have been angry about the bollard. But I’m better now. Gods, I hope I’m better. Not so long ago, he would have disdained to use a cardholder in that tavern with Zael and the actors. And what a glorious evening I would have missed for my pride.

Silas, of course, had lost the Albatross at about the same time Percy lost his arm, and he’d broken his poppy addiction to provide Percy with those hazy months of healing. Silas, bereft of his airship and drying out from poppy, hadn’t exactly been his best self, either. We’re both better now, I suppose.

“We might be able to correct this with the light-gas kite!” bawled Silas from halfway over the side. Percy could tell he was considering climbing out further to adjust the pectorals by hand. He was almost relieved that Silas wanted to start with the kite, even if it was experimental. Percy had never seen one on a craft smaller than an inner-island cutter. Then again, small floating craft apart from lifeboats were uncommon in Wefrivain, owing to the prevalence of winged mounts who could make the same kinds of voyages more easily. But whatever you say, Silas.

“Do you want me to open it?” asked Percy, gritting his teeth as the Honeytail hit the end of her tether and canted even harder to starboard.

“Yes.”

Percy flipped the lever that released a light-gas balloon from the spring-loaded trapdoor where the Honeytail’s parachute had once been housed. Silas had to do the work of opening the bonnet-shaped sail—the kite—and then freeing it to drift upwards, drawn by the balloon. It caught the wind with a hard tug that went some way towards correcting the Honeytail’s list.

“Well, that’s better,” said Percy, “although I’m not sure we should start hiring out for guided tours yet.” He was still standing at a thirty-degree angle.

Silas examined the kite through his spyglass. He spoke distractedly over his shoulder. “Possibly we should leave the baby behind for at least one more voyage.”

“Possibly.” Percy braced himself with a foot tightly under the bollard as a gust of wind made the boat jump. “We definitely need to adjust the ballast.”

“I actually think the light-gas bladders might have shifted,” said Silas. He crouched down to stick his head through the trap door, then wriggled inside. There was room to move in her tiny hull now, though not much.

Thumping and banging issued from below Percy’s feet. Gods, Silas, don’t adjust them in flight. If you puncture one, we will fall out of the sky.

The boat shifted again, this time to nearly level. Silas popped back out of the trapdoor, looking pleased. “Just a bit of shifting. We’ll improve the housing before the next flight. You want to try taking her up and down while I watch the assembly?”

“Aye-aye, Skipper.”

Silas dipped back into the hold. Percy spun the wheel that pumped ordinary air into the ballonets, causing the boat to drift gently lower. The Honeytail had a miniature mainspring now that could be wound by several hand-cranks. No more filling the ballonets with furnace bellows.

By the time they’d performed maneuvers to Silas’s satisfaction, everything had to be wound again. When that was finished, and they were riding smoothly, Silas went below and returned with a brown paper bag and flasks of what smelled like coffee.

Percy burst out laughing. “There is a certain arrogance to bringing food and hot drinks on the maiden flight of a floating bathtub.”

Silas smirked. He sat down on a bench, now perfectly level, and held out a flask. “I got away with it.”

“You always do.”

Percy sat down. The sun was just growing strong, although the air was still cool. The water sparkled below, aquamarine around the island, darkening to deepest sapphire further out. The clouds were high and cirrus. Below them, the Cormorant’s minimal crew were going through their morning chores, sanding and swabbing the deck, calling to each other in the rigging. Distant laughter floated up. The world had the crystalline quality of a newborn summer day, full of possibility.

Percy and Silas ate and drank in companionable silence. After a while, Silas drew a deep breath and said, “Percy, there’s something—”

“Turns out, my estate is intact, and I am apparently the last surviving member of the Bellwater clan.”

Silas looked at him, his expression unreadable. “Oh...”

Percy squinted up at the sails. “My wife and children are alive. They’re with the royal family in exile in Merdent, but they don’t have direct access to the Bellwater estate. Not while I’m alive, which is...not a secret, apparently.”

A moment of silence. Silas spoke cautiously. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. But if you’re worried about me spending too much money hosting a dinner party, please don’t be.”

Silas’s laugh had an uneasy edge. “That wasn’t what I...”

Percy turned to meet his eyes, puzzled.

Silas cleared his throat. “You’re looking forward to this party?”

“Of course! I’ve decided on an evening three days from now, if that’s acceptable. Creevy tells me we’re hemorrhaging good people, and a display of wealth and generosity should make them proud to call themselves Cormorants again. I do see why they’re drifting, though. The town is delightful. Silas, you should have come with us yesterday. It was like old times, playing cards in the taverns. Actors are... Well, they’re not quite airship students, but they’re good company all the same.”

Silas drew a breath as though to say something and then seemed to think better of it.

Percy hurried on. “Anyway, if we go into town after the party, you should join us.” He hesitated. “Would Anaroo like it? I don’t know whether that kind of group is her favorite...”

“Anaroo likes people she knows,” said Silas quickly. “She’s not so keen on a room full of strange panauns.”

“Understandable. Anyway, you should come.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Percy had the sense that he might have said something wrong, although he couldn’t think what. Silas was wearing his card-player’s face. Please come into town. You’d like Zael. It’s not the same without you. Percy tried again, “What’s the point of knowing a dozen trick shuffles if you never get to intimidate anyone with them?”

Silas shot Percy a quick grin that made him feel like the world was at peace once more. After a moment, Silas stretched and said, “Well, I think we’ve learned everything we need to know to make our adjustments to this sailboat. Let’s get her back on deck so that I can improve her ballonet housing, and you can go plan this dinner party.”
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Chapter 23. Comfort and Distraction
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Gerard opened his eyes. His head was spinning. He could still hear singing. He blinked hard, and the sound faded. “Silveo?” He reached out, groping blindly, and came fully awake.

He was alone in bed. Dawn light glowed through the porthole window.

Gerard struggled out of bed. “Silveo?” He wasn’t in the cabin. A scrawled note lay on the dresser. “Went to check ship.”

It was so messy that Gerard had to read it three times to decipher the last word. Then he threw on work clothes and strode out of the cabin, stopping in the galley for food he could carry. He paused for a long moment outside Dakar’s door. She was sharing a cabin with two of the women from the Fang’s crew. She’s probably not awake yet. Is this an emergency?

Not really. Or if it was, it had been an emergency for over two years.

Gerard visited the ship’s pegasus nest boxes, where he found one of the animals in the act of tucking her head under her wing. She’d just returned from taking Silveo to the dockyard. Rather than ask her to go out again, Gerard decided to take the Meerkat. He’d been excited about getting her unstowed ever since they reached the Sunkissed Isles. This is not an emergency, he repeated to himself as he recruited a couple of sailors coming off night watch to help him. Gerard forced himself to properly check all the lines and sails before setting off.

In less than a quarter watch, he was slipping through the bay at the helm of his little skiff, with the boom in his hand and some sense of returning peace in his heart. A part of him missed Alsair in the prow. He hadn’t really thought about Alsair in some time. Am I thinking of him now because he was there...in the dream...?

Don’t.

High overhead, he caught sight of the Honeytail, tacking and wearing on a tether from the Cormorant.

Silas must have decided she’s ready for a test flight. Gerard couldn’t understand why anyone would risk falling to their deaths from such a height when they could swoop more-or-less safely through the air on griffin-back, or skim over the sea in a little water-borne sailboat like the Meerkat.

“Airship captains are all mad,” was wisdom he’d heard often enough. Were it not for such madness, however, the Fang might still be in Malabar Harbor. Gerard wished Silas well and focused on maneuvering the Meerkat through the thickly-moored ships as he came within sight of the dockyard. He found a spot to tie up and proceeded on foot through the buzz of morning activity.

The Fang was in one of the last drydock slips at the far end of the pier, her hull braced up and resting in a cradle. A heavy sea gate cut her off from the ocean, and the chamber around her had been pumped dry so that workers could scrape her clean and install the new copper bottom. Silveo had elected to have some detailed sanding and repainting done at the same time, along with a few neglected repairs from their battle with the leopons. The banging of hammers and clatter of tools had just begun to echo over the water as Gerard stepped onto the gangplank. He called a greeting to the workers in the chamber below and then went aboard, careful not to disrupt the scaffolding, sawhorses, tools, and cans of wood stain and paint scattered over the deck.

“This is where it happened.”

His eyes strayed to the place amidships where Thessalyn had sat with her harp somewhat more than two years ago on that night when the pegasus sang. Of course there was nothing there now. Nothing, but a sawhorse and some tackle blocks. He glanced towards the quarterdeck, half expecting to see Silveo.

Gerard saw no one, although he couldn’t make out the entire quarterdeck from this angle. “Silveo?” He tried their more intimate form of communication.

Nothing. It didn’t usually work without line-of-sight.

Gerard went below. He’d been on the ship several times since the work started, but never inside. The corridors smelled pleasantly of sawdust and paint. Delicate morning light poured through the grates above. Silveo had requested the newest ship’s glass, with improved prisms that reflected even more light into the ship’s inner hallways. The new glass threw rainbows across the walls.

Gerard found his way to Silveo’s stern cabin. Their stern cabin. The door was shut. Feeling a little absurd, he knocked.

A long pause, then a faint, “Come.”

Gerard opened the door. The ship had been completely emptied for the refitting, both because the safety of valuables could not be guaranteed, and because the carpenters could not do their best work with pictures, books, and clothes in the way. Furniture had been unbolted from the floor and pushed into the middle of the room. Gerard’s desk was there, several chairs stacked on top of it, along with a couple of drawers, a small table, and some heavy chests.

The door to the inner office stood open beyond it. Silveo’s desk was in the same state as Gerard’s. Nevertheless, he’d found a spot to perch on the edge. He had a satchel slung over one shoulder, which must have been all he’d taken with him that morning. He was toying meditatively with a throwing knife. He’d already buried three in the empty bookcase opposite, where his mobile usually hung. The shelf bore the marks of years of target practice, and Gerard doubted that any amount of sanding would remove them.

He stopped beside the shelf and retrieved the knives Silveo had already thrown, then crossed the room and handed them back. Silveo took them without comment. Gerard leaned against the desk beside Silveo and allowed himself to uncoil a little. He’s alright. He’s just upset. He should be upset. Because now he believes me.

Thunk went another knife.

“You should have woken me,” said Gerard.

“I did leave a note.” Silveo spoke tonelessly. He threw the next knife so hard that it sank a quarter of the way into the bookshelf.

“Anaroo has a target aboard the airship...” Gerard observed. The carpenters are going to think you’re deliberately making their jobs difficult.

“I know.” Thunk. “I almost went over there, but they looked busy.”

Gerard nodded. “They launched the Honeytail.”

Silveo grunted. “Just as well I came over here, then.”

Thunk.

You could have used the target without her, thought Gerard, but he knew what Silveo meant. Under stress, Silveo sought comfort in familiarity or distraction. The Fang had been the only real home Silveo had ever known, comforting as an old dressing gown, deeply familiar. Bantering with Anaroo would have been a distraction. But the last thing Silveo wanted right now was to put on a show for curious sailors aboard the Cormorant.

Gerard let his eyes stray around the room. He knew why Silveo found the Fang reassuring, and yet, for Gerard, the ship seemed full of ghosts. He remembered his first time walking into Silveo’s inner office. I was surprised he had a library. Surprised he could even read Grishnard. Such assumptions I made back then.

Gerard’s eyes wandered over the empty shelves. Alsair made an effigy out of Mouse, and Silveo punished the ship for four days. He couldn’t sleep. Thess sang, and he finally slept.

The next morning, he called me in here and gave me chocolate and a book for her. Gerard smiled at the memory. He bristled when I tried to thank him.

Thessalyn had insisted on coming to thank Silveo herself. Gerard could almost see her standing in the doorway, laughing at Silveo’s jokes, talking about his books, about pirates, about... She told us there was a storm coming...before the barometer dropped. She always knew. I used to tell her she was a prophetess. Gerard shivered.

But then he glanced towards the bedroom door and remembered the rest. Silveo moved us into his cabin during the storm...when our roof leaked. He moved us into his bed. Was I really so naive as to miss the significance of that?

“Silveo, did you love her?”

Clatter. Gerard wasn’t sure he’d ever seen Silveo fumble a knife. Silveo screwed his eyes shut and crossed his arms. After a long silence, he said, “People think despair is the cruelest emotion, but they’re wrong. Hope is worse.”

Gerard forced himself to consider this. After a moment, he said, “I don’t have hope.”

Liar, whispered a voice inside him. This is dangerous ground. Silveo is right. You will not survive losing her twice.

“I don’t have hope. I have questions,” persisted Gerard.

Silveo threw another knife, this one perfectly controlled. “And nobody has answers. The only person who might have had some inkling of what is happening to us burned in the lodge on Maijha Minor.”

Gerard made a face, but he supposed Silveo was right. Morchella might have known.

“The Firebird knows.”

“And yet in a thousand years of written history, he’s never been very forthcoming.”

Gerard sighed. “Lazaran might have known.”

“And he is also dead.”

“We have to talk to Dakar about it.”

“And tell her what? That she messed up somehow when she tied our minds in a knot when she was ten? That she... That Thess... That I...”

“Oh, for gods’ sakes, Silveo, this is not your fault.”

“I am the reason it happened, Gerard.”

Gerard supposed he was technically correct. Dakar had been driven to create their bond without forethought or planning, after Silveo’s second attempt to end his mute existence. Gerard suspected the bond had saved Silveo’s life, although maybe that wasn’t giving Silveo enough credit.

Gerard spoke slowly. “That’s not what Thess said in the dream. She said, ‘This is where it happened,’ and we were... It was the night the pegasus sang.”

“I know. I was there.” Silveo threw his last knife and sat still for a moment. “Yes.”

“Yes what?”

“The answer to your question.” He started to get up, presumably to retrieve his knives, but Gerard put an arm around him. After a moment, Silveo relaxed and leaned into him. Gerard scooped him up.

Silveo smiled against his shoulder. “When you pick me up, you always think it’s for me, but it’s really for you.”

“Well, I know you can’t stab me, because all your knives are sticking in the bookshelf.”

Silveo laughed.

“When you bought us those clothes on Mance,” said Gerard, “that silvery dress and my coat...Thess said you put us in your color. Even though colors are just an abstract concept for her.” Were, thought Gerard. Not “are.” You sound like a person with hope. But if Silveo caught the slip, he didn’t mention it.

“Of course I did! I had two lambs in my den of lions. You practically had a sign on your foreheads that said, ‘Lunch.’”

Gerard’s laugh echoed off the empty walls. “So you put a sign on us that said, ‘Silveo’s’?”

Silveo scowled. “It didn’t actually work, did it? I’m not magic. Or very good at protecting people in the end.” He wriggled out of Gerard’s grip and went to get his knives.

“Let’s go sailing,” said Gerard. “I brought the Meerkat. I know where we can fish. It’s going to be a beautiful day.”

“Well, I did bring a book. I suppose if we are eaten by a flippered crocodile, we’ll be wherever Thess is, and our problems will be solved.”

“The crocodiles are mostly beyond the reef, as I understand it.”

“Mostly.”

“At least we won’t be eaten by wyverns or spiders.”

As they passed one of the storage closets in the hall, Gerard had a powerful memory of Morchella tugging him in there right before the storm. It had been the first time she’d forced herself on him, although not the last or the worst.

The memory was a blur of fear and shame, but... She said something to me about Thess. Something about her predicting the weather. Gerard did not like to think about those encounters. Just casting his mind back to those moments made his heart accelerate, but... She said something that startled me. I wish I could remember what.
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Chapter 24. Reconnaissance
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Gwain spent his morning in the market, where he managed to acquire three unknown insects (two in decorative arrangements, one fried on a stick and smelling of spices), a mesh bag of frogs, a tubular fish with alarming teeth, feathers nearly the height of his body that were supposed to have come from something called a bush falcon, and the carcass of an unfamiliar type of lemur that the seller insisted “does not speak and is good to eat.” Additionally, he purchased several examples of local book-making and spoke with vendors about their techniques.

He returned to the Defiance by way of the Cormorant to celebrate these treasures with friends who might appreciate them. There, he learned that Silas was up in the Honeytail with Percy on the sailboat’s first test flight since refitting. Creevy was inventing things to do on deck while keeping a nervous eye on the Honeytail as it dipped and turned overhead.

That sailboat will be ready to go into the jungle any day now! thought Gwain. Might we see a bush falcon in the flesh, I wonder?

Gwain found Anaroo high in the crosstrees, watching the sailboat with a good deal less concern than Creevy. Nevertheless, her confidence in Silas’s abilities did not apparently extend to letting him take her child on the maiden flight of a glorified balloon, and for once, she’d taken Ama herself. The little striped face peeked curiously over the edge of the sling. She was peaceful as long as she was in physical contact with a familiar person, but she would begin to mew the instant anyone set her down. Her little tail kept flicking as though it had a life of its own. Anaroo curled the tiny tuft delicately around one finger as she talked.

“So what did you learn about your fellow collector?”

“About whom?” asked Gwain innocently. “Anaroo, you really must come down on deck and see the frogs. One of them is blue!”

Anaroo laughed. “I believe our friendship could be described as frog-based.”

“Very possibly.” When they’d met as adults, she’d told him the story of how he’d mistaken a venomous snake for a frog at the age of five. Anaroo—then eleven—had struck it out of his hands with a hurled rock. She’d told Gwain, too, how their mothers had been friends. It was unusual for zeds and shavier to be so close on Maijha Minor. Even Anaroo did not know exactly what had drawn them together, only that they’d been frequent visitors in each other’s homes all her life, and that her mother had mourned intensely when Alia was shot.

Gwain wished he could remember any of that. He’d been six when his mother died and his father whisked him away to the Maijhan court. It was somewhat astonishing that he’d managed to reconnect with Anaroo when he returned to Maijha Minor twelve years later, his head full of grishnard courtly training and misguided notions about how to elevate his mother’s people. Anaroo was a connection to Gwain’s lost childhood, and he drew some solace from the idea that their mothers’ friendship lived on in their children, still joking about frogs after so many years.

“What did you learn?” repeated Anaroo patiently.

“I learned that there are lemurs in the jungle that don’t talk. That must be what the fossa meant when it said that it doesn’t hunt things that talk. I’ve certainly been told they hunt lemurs.”

“Gwain, you are not nearly as good at keeping a straight face as Silas, and I can read him with my eyes closed.”

“I do not believe that,” said Gwain loftily. “Otherwise, you’d already have sorted out this thing with Percy.”

Anaroo rolled her eyes. “Well, perhaps you have become sadly out of practice and soft in your old age. It’s a pity. You used to be a passable spy.”

“I would have you know that I started a revolution.”

“And yet you’ve been stymied by a young woman with dried roaches and a hydra skeleton.”

“I might have asked a few questions in the market...purely because I am interested in her museum.”

“Mmm-hum.”

“We could compare specimens.”

Anaroo doubled over, shaking with mirth.

Gwain could feel his ears going warm. “You are going to drop that child if you continue mocking me. Look, I did invite her to dinner...even though she broke into my cabin, stole my property, and kicked me across the room, leaving a bruise on my chest, which, I might add, is still painful.”

“You poor, poor child.”

“Shut up.”

“Are you hoping for a rematch?”

“No, of course not!”

“Very wise. She might kick you somewhere else. In any case, I’m sure she’d like to see your blue frog.”

Gwain looked at her suspiciously, but if she was still mocking him, she hid it perfectly. “Do you want to know what I learned about her or not?”

“I am infinitely curious.”

“Good,” said Gwain with a trace of lingering resentment at her tone, “because it is infinitely interesting. Apparently she was a foundling raised by pegasus.”

“Oh.” Anaroo cocked her head. “Well, that is curious.”

“She was three or four years old by the time she started coming into town,” continued Gwain. “She was living in one of the offshore pegasus rookeries. Nobody knows why they adopted her, but she was thought to be quite small, perhaps even suckled by a mare. She prefers beasts to shelts and is well-connected among the lemur and fossa populations. She has negotiated agreements on their behalf with the merchant council and accumulated a small fortune for herself in the process, which she used to build that museum. She’s an advocate for the interests of animal species all over the Sunkissed Isles. Some of the merchants don’t like her, but they don’t dare act against her because of her many connections among the four-legged population, and because she offers the best guide services to valuable materials in the jungle.”

Anaroo’s mismatched eyes crinkled in a grin. “That’s the Gwain I remember.”

Against his better judgment, Gwain added, “Her friends call her Ace.”

“I think you’d better not.”

“Not yet.”

“Do you really think she’ll come to the dinner party?”

“I don’t know, but I plan to invite her, once there’s an official date. I sent her a message this afternoon and included a bit of wyvern skin to go with that tooth.”

“But you did not return her roach?”

“No, I’ll return it when she tells me how she managed that swim.”

“Well, I hope she comes to the dinner party. I don’t know whether Percy has settled on a final date yet. His old paramour is coming and bringing a lot of actors.” She paused and then continued with fiendish cheerfulness, “I predict it will be a disaster.” Gwain raised one eyebrow, and Anaroo added quickly, “But only for Silas; everyone else will have an excellent time. Please join us. Whether Andromache comes or not.”

Gwain glanced up at the Honeytail, which had begun to descend. Creevy was signaling from the deck with flags, directing a small group of sailors in spooling up the tether. Percy was leaning over the side, signaling back, while Silas was in the act of capturing the kite sail. “Do the two of them realize what kind of mating arrangements you’re accustomed to?” asked Gwain.

“I have said.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“A lot of pride and hurt feelings, I think.”

The sailboat wobbled as she lost the balancing tug of the kite. She was nearly level with the crosstrees now. Gwain and Anaroo had a perfect view of what happened as a gust of wind caught the Honeytail and flipped her nearly broadside.

Percy lost his balance. Silas grabbed for him, but Percy was wearing a lifeline, and Silas was not. Percy’s fall was arrested by his line, jerking him up short and sending Silas over the edge. Percy’s hand shot out and caught Silas’s harness, providing him with an instant of respite, so that he managed to turn and clap onto a bench.

Gwain remembered to breathe. “Well, that was close.”

He glanced at Anaroo, still as stone beside him.

He looked down and saw her fingers rigid around the beam, nail beds white. She took a slow, shaky breath. “He should have taken Gus. Gus would have had that lifeline on him whether he liked it or not.”

“Percy did grab him.”

“Yes, but he’s too afraid Silas won’t love him anymore if he says, ‘Put on this lifeline, because you are not immortal, nor do you have the reflexes of a twenty-five year old; I do not care how you scowl at me.’” She caught a furious breath and started to shimmy along the beam towards the ratlines.

Gwain followed her, not quite sure what to say.

By the time they arrived on deck, the Honeytail had come to rest almost upside down, and her erstwhile crew had crawled out from under her. Gus and Silas were having a shouted argument in which “the fucking lifeline, Skipper” featured prominently. Silas’s tail was bristling. Percy looked defensive on his behalf. The rest of the sailors on deck looked shaken.

Anaroo stalked towards the group.

“Should I leave...?” began Gwain behind her.

Anaroo shook her head. “I won’t be a moment.”

When Silas saw her, his posture deflated. Gus stopped yelling. “Anaroo,” began Silas, “did you see...? I’m sorry; next time I’ll—”

Anaroo shucked off the sling and thrust Ama into his arms. “Your daughter,” she hissed, “would miss you terribly!”

The whole group went silent. Silas went a little pale.

Anaroo’s eyes snapped to Percy. “She would miss both of you!”

Anaroo spun around and marched back towards Gwain. Behind her, Ama broke the silence with a contented coo and seized a handful of Silas’s shirt. Nobody said a word.

“I feel like I should applaud,” whispered Gwain out of the corner of his mouth as Anaroo rejoined him.

“Don’t,” she muttered. “It’ll spoil the effect.” She took a deep breath. “Now I am ready to see this blue frog.”
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Chapter 25. The End of Something
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Anaroo was entirely at peace by the time Silas joined them to admire Gwain’s treasures and to offer an apology that sounded more sincere than the excuses he’d been spouting on deck. “I’ll wear it next time.”

“I know,” was all Anaroo said.

She made a point of stopping by the galley later that afternoon, where Percy was in deep counsel with the cook staff. He looked as though he might flee when he spotted her, so she said loudly, “Percival, a word.”

When they were alone in the corridor, Percy said, “I am so sorry, Anaroo. I shouldn’t have gone up—”

“Of course you should have gone up. It was not your fault he didn’t wear his lifeline.” Gus should have gone up, too, but leaving that aside for the moment...

“But he was trying to catch me when he fell,” said Percy miserably.

“Which would not have been a problem if he’d been wearing the damned line,” said Anaroo. “It is fortunate for him that you were.”

Percy met her eyes uncertainly, and Anaroo decided not to say the rest. It’s not fair to ask you to make Silas do things when you don’t know where you stand with him. “That’s all I wanted to say,” finished Anaroo. She hesitated and added, “And that Ama really would miss you a great deal.”

His smile reached his eyes this time. “She had the last word on deck; I can tell you that.”

Anaroo smiled back. Oh, you really do need to come for an evening. And I’ve finally got you alone. Is it too late, I wonder?

“Percy, I keep trying to ask you to come spend the evening with us. I know this is probably the wrong time, but I’m not sure there’s a right time. You seem to be avoiding me.”

All expression slipped from his face. Anaroo was reminded for an instant of Silas—his cardplayer’s expression coming down like a mask.

Anaroo sighed. “You should do whatever makes you happy. You’ve helped us for half a year with this very complicated ship, to say nothing of rebuilding the Honeytail, and I doubt Silas has properly thanked you. Even this dinner party is something he should have organized himself, but I’m sure the thought gives him palpitations. You’ve been tremendously helpful with Ama.” She hesitated and then said with gravity, “You would make a good zed, Percival. A good zed father.”

Percy burst out laughing. He glanced nervously behind him, saw that the hall was empty. He turned back. “Thank you, Anaroo. I apologize for...ah...avoiding this conversation. You have trusted me with your daughter and...with Silas. It’s difficult for me to believe you don’t resent me and wish me gone, but—”

“Stop thinking of me like a grishnard,” snapped Anaroo and then felt foolish for saying it. He has no other point of reference.

But Percy just nodded, his eyes flicking to hers and away. “I am glad to know that you do not resent me.” He thought for a moment and continued with obvious effort, “I would never have gone on the cutting out if you hadn’t practically dragged me up to the Honeytail that first time and...and brought that drawing from twenty years ago. You kept me from falling during the climb. I was so clumsy. I stepped on your hands, and I never apologized or thanked you properly. So...thank you, and I’m sorry.”

Anaroo smiled. “Layjen gave me the drawing.”

Percy screwed his eyes shut. “I know. I owe him something, too. I’m still trying to figure out what.”

“You know Silas had a copy made, right? It’s on the wall of our bedroom.”

Percy’s grin flashed in the dim hallway. “That makes me happy.”

“So why not come see it?”

Percy took a deep breath. “Anaroo, I cannot tell you how much I appreciate the offer...how good it is to know that I have not offended you or created a rift between you and Silas, but he does not want me in his bedroom. We had an evening that I never expected, and I will think of it with fondness...probably more often than I’d like to admit...but Silas made himself clear. That was not the beginning of something. It was the end.”

He stopped talking, and Anaroo did not immediately speak to fill the silence. At last, she leaned forward and hugged him. “We’ll miss you, Percy. Silas will miss you more than he even knows. Ama will be inconsolable.”

Percy laughed and hugged her back. “I’m not gone yet. Unless you’d like me to be.”

“Stay as long as you’re happy here. I hope the party goes well, and that your friends enjoy themselves. Have you settled on a date yet?”

Percy straightened and smiled with something closer to his usual grin. “How could they not enjoy themselves? It’s a world-famous airship! I’m thinking three days. That should give me time to complete preparations, but the event does need to happen soon if we’re to avoid losing crew in port. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to figure out whether we have any dishware that will not be an embarrassment.”

To Anaroo’s surprise, Silveo turned up later in the afternoon, wanting to shoot with her. For once, he wasn’t chatty. They went down to the target she’d placed on one of the lower decks, facing the stern, and sent bullets, arrows, and knives into it for a satisfying quarter watch. “Are you coming to the party?” she asked him before he left. “Percy’s still working out the details, but he thinks about three days. I understand there will be some guests from town—actors, possibly a performance.”

Silveo seemed lost in thought. She could tell he hadn’t really heard what she’d said. At last, he muttered, “Anaroo, if Gwain knew that his father was dead, what do you think he would do?”

Anaroo considered. “I don’t know. He’d want proof. Do you have any?”

Silveo’s blue eyes flashed up with a look of mischief. “You don’t sound sad.”

Anaroo shrugged. “He was a grishnard king.”

Silveo nodded. “I tried very hard to poison Leopaard once. I’m pretty sure it was his father who hired me. Or possibly his brother.”

Anaroo was not sure how to respond to this. While she enjoyed target practice with Silveo, she was not quite ready to call him “friend.” She told herself that their current interests were aligned. Silveo, for his part, didn’t share personal confidences without an obvious motive, and he never talked about his life before Gerard. Until now.

“That seems like strange behavior for an Admiral of the Temple Sea Watch.”

Silveo waved a hand. “This was years before the Sea Watch. I was fifteen.” Before Anaroo could fashion a response to this, he continued, “I didn’t know why his family wanted him dead at the time, but after comparing notes with Thessalyn a couple of years ago, I realized it was probably because he wanted to recognize Gwain as his heir.”

Anaroo couldn’t help a certain fascination with this unexpected connection. She didn’t want to show it, so she said airily, “If you were hiring out to kill grishnard kings, I’m surprised you didn’t end up working for the Resistance.”

“Oh, I tried,” said Silveo. “They double-crossed me, and I...took it poorly. You don’t want to hear that story.”

Anaroo laughed in spite of herself. “I’m beginning to think I do.”

“My point is, Leopaard Maijha is hard to kill. I was pretty good at my job back then, and he was one of the only major contracts I failed to complete. I doubt I was the first or the last assassin his family sent his way.”

“So why do you think he’s dead?”

Silveo crossed his arms and frowned. “Gerard and I have been following up on rumors the last two days. They’re pretty strange. We wanted to be sure before telling Gwain, but iron-clad proof may be unattainable.”

Anaroo considered this. She had known that she and Gwain would be saying goodbye this summer, perhaps forever. It was not the zed way to make a fuss over such things. One said goodbye forever with each hunting season on Maijha Minor. She and Gwain had parted ways before. But... Gwain won’t sail to the Pendalons if Leopaard is dead. He and Silas could collect bugs all summer. Maybe he’ll fall in love with a nice shavier girl. Maybe he’ll put all his specimens in a museum and work on his printing press again. Maybe he’ll be around to teach Ama to read. She felt a growing sense of excitement. “Can we tell him this evening? Hells, I’ll tell him now.”

Silveo held up a hand. “Gerard is the one who started putting the pieces together, and he doesn’t know I’m talking about it. He really wanted a sure answer before talking to Gwain, but I don’t think we’re going to find one. There’s actually a slim chance that Leopaard is alive and living here in the Sunkissed Isles, perhaps under an assumed name.”

Anaroo raised one eyebrow.

Silveo threw up his hands. “I know; it sounds far-fetched. We haven’t exactly kept a low profile here, and news travels quickly in these small islands. You’d think he would just show up if he were around.”

Anaroo spoke with increasing certainty, “If Leopaard Maijha is dead or not in the Pendalons—if there’s even a chance that’s true—Gwain needs to know at once. There are opportunities in front of him that he could miss if he’s focused on something else.”

Silveo nodded. “Gerard is trying to strike a bargain with the local council to sell guano to Holovarus. It would increase their crop yields and provide food for the refugees who have settled there. It could also make the crown quite wealthy, along with any ships involved in the trade. Bird poop is not the only valuable cargo to be had in the Sunkissed Isles, but it’s one with a guaranteed market. If Gwain doesn’t sail to the Pendalons...well, that’s one opportunity.”

Anaroo laughed. “The Defiance turn merchant?”

“Think of it as a different type of piracy.”

“Gods. I don’t know if he’d do it.”

“Well, we could start him thinking about it. Let me talk to Gerard, and we’ll keep asking around town about Leopaard. Maybe we’ll turn up new information before the party.”

Anaroo nodded. “I’ll start asking questions as well. Fauns who won’t talk to you may talk to me. If, in a few days, it still seems likely that he’s dead, we need to have a conversation with Gwain.”

Silveo patted her hand. “Thank you for target practice.”

“I still want to hear about this early attempt to join the Resistance.”

“I assure you, you don’t.”
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Chapter 26. Messages Delivered by Pegasus Courier Over the Course of Three Days
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Dear Esteemed Colleague,

Since my specimen—on loan to your museum—went out in some haste, I fear you may not appreciate the full scale of the creature you have borrowed. I have, therefore, enclosed several drawings of Wefrivain’s wyverns, along with a sample of the skin, which remains lustrous even in death. While it may seem difficult to believe, these creatures do change shape. Rare full-blooded wyverns often have a large (but not unlimited) repertoire of shelt and animal forms. In death, they seem to revert to wyvern form.

I have not been able to reproduce any of these shape-changing effects upon their remains. If you have some break-through in this area, I am your humble student. I can tell you that fire will destroy the remains rapidly. Even the bones burn quickly to ash. Freezing and boiling have no effect.

I have also taken the liberty of sketching the insect which you loaned me in exchange. I do not believe I have ever witnessed a larger member of the cockroach family, nor one so brightly colored. The animal appears to have inlets along its thorax, which are more extensive than I would expect for respiration. Do you have any idea why? Is it possible that all roaches have these inlets and I have simply never gotten such a close look?

Yours in shared wonder,

G.M.

Dear Fellow Collector of Wonders,

Thank you for your additional donation to my museum. Your concern for my appreciation of the wyvern species is noted. I believe you are something of an expert in the topic, having written a book that I have encountered once or twice before.

Your observations upon the dried specimen of our local teal roach are astute. It does indeed have air passages along its thorax, which are not usual. The creature is sometimes called “the whispering roach” for reasons that I’m sure you’ll observe, as I have included a number of live specimens for your edification.

Yours in admiration of local insects,

A.

Dear Admirer of Local Insects,

Amazing! They do indeed whisper. Or hiss, more accurately. Two are still hissing from behind my crates, where they have unfortunately secreted themselves after exploding from your parcel. I assume that, in your excitement to share local fauna, you forgot to contain them in any way.

Your generous gifts have delighted at least one other person—the airship captain, who is a great student of insects, though he does prefer butterflies. I have given him one of the two live specimens I managed to catch thus far. The noises they make are fascinating. Might I inquire as to what they eat?

Yours amidst a chorus of whispers,

G.

p.s. The airship is hosting a dinner party in two days. You are invited.

Dear G.,

They eat wood pulp, including paper. You should probably catch them.

Ace

Dear Ace,

You are a fiend. Come to dinner.

Gwain
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Chapter 27. Dinner Guests
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Gwain was surprised to find himself dithering before his closet late in the afternoon. He’d pulled on one of his respectable gray waistcoats without a second thought earlier in the day, but now he took it off and selected a patterned green one with gold thread. It was perhaps a bit much for a dinner with friends, but he told himself that this was the first large gathering aboard the Cormorant, and his appearance would reflect upon his hosts. Better to overdress than underdress. He was definitely not trying to impress anyone. Definitely not.

A cockroach hissed at him from somewhere in the maze of crates, and Gwain sighed. He glanced at the piles of notes on his desk, the stacks of books beside his bed. Eats paper... “I’m not sure she’s a fan of your work, Maijha,” he said aloud. Andromache was clearly hard to impress, but he fancied he had a few things in these boxes that would impress her. He was looking forward to showing her around. If her roaches don’t eat everything first.

Gwain arrived aboard the airship a little before sunset, with the party just getting underway. He stood upon the poop deck where the pegasus had left him, scanning the moving figures below for a flash of crimson hair. He saw plenty of that color on coats, hats, sashes, capes, and gowns. He saw it in cheerful lanterns strung around the deck and gorgeous swaths of jungle flowers trailing over the tables. But not a single head of hair.

Gwain moved forward, trying to get a look at the people more directly below him. The party seemed to be a success, if attendance was any indication. A string quartet filled the air with lively music. People were dancing amidships, visiting in clusters around the edges. Sailors that Gwain did not recognize were mingling with those from the Cormorant, the Defiance, and the Fang. Many who’d disappeared into town had come back for the party, and they’d brought friends. Chairs and a sort of stage were being assembled on the forecastle.

Just below him on the quarterdeck, Gwain spotted Anaroo and Silas. He descended the steps to join them at the rail. “Well, I was afraid I’d be overdressed,” he said cheerfully, “but I don’t think that’s possible. This is more than I expected!”

Silas glanced over his shoulder and smiled nervously. He looked like a proper airship captain this evening, with a dark blue waistcoat over a spotless ivory shirt and trousers. The buttons were gold, and he had a spill of lace at his throat. His red-blond curls had been tamed into a tail and matching blue ribbon.

Anaroo, on the other hand, had elected to wear ship’s linens with a blood-red sash of the color Gwain had been seeking. Her gold earrings and blue and gold headscarf made her look more like a pirate than anything else. Her hair had fluffed out over the winter into a magnificent striped mane, barely contained by the scarf. She would have looked at home at a zed victory banquet on Maijha Minor.

“Well, Needles got hold of one of you,” said Gwain with a grin.

“I am not appearing at a dinner party in my own home dressed like a grishnard lady,” shot Anaroo.

“You look stunning,” said Gwain.

“You do,” agreed Silas. “And I will soon be taking off this lace neckcloth. It is abominably itchy. I don’t know how Percy wears this sort of thing all the time.”

The contrast between Silas and Anaroo made Gwain feel oddly at peace, as though the two worlds he’d inhabited all his life had collided happily in these people. “Is Ama with Percy?” he asked.

Anaroo shook her head. “Marlie volunteered to watch the children. She does not enjoy large parties.” Half under her breath, she added, “Although I’m not sure she enjoys children, either. I expect it’s Belvedere who will actually be changing any nappies.”

Gwain laughed. “I’m surprised that Percy is not carrying her around.”

Anaroo gave a crooked smile. “I believe he’s preoccupied.”

Gwain caught sight of Percy at last, resplendent in cream and gold. He was in close consultation with a tall, dark-haired grishnard in scarlet. They were standing among the chairs and screens being assembled in the forecastle, directing a few people who were setting up. As Gwain watched, the dark-haired grishnard leaned close and said something in Percy’s ear that made him laugh. His hand lingered on Percy’s arm. This must be the fellow who came to visit him a couple of days ago.

Gwain glanced at Silas to gauge whether Anaroo’s assessment of his ambivalence was accurate, but Silas was, as always, a cipher. Someone hailed him from the deck, and they all looked down to see a sailor Gwain didn’t recognize. The fellow looked somewhat haggard and threadbare. Silas stared for a moment. Then his face lit. “Estiver? Gods. Est! Anaroo, my love, excuse me; this is an airship captain, a very old friend.”

The stranger clapped Silas on the back as he came down the steps. “Silas Ackleby, you always had the gods’ own luck. You are still doing a dozen impossible things before breakfast, I see.”

“Estiver, I am so pleased to see you. Percy didn’t tell me you were coming!”

“Percy doesn’t know! I got into port on Hydra-Hunts two days ago, a bit worse for wear. A friend told me about this dinner, and I simply had to fly over. I do apologize for my appearance; I’ve little in the way of respectable clothes at the moment. I can’t believe you got an airship out of Wefrivain—this airship of all things! Is Percy truly aboard? Are you two speaking again?”

“Yes. And I will tell you all about it. We will tell you all about it. Would you like to sit down? Eat something? How is the Periwinkle?”

“At the bottom of the sea, unfortunately, and I’m very lucky not to be with her. What about the Albatross?”

“Same, I’m afraid. But I’ve still got one of her little lifeboats that I’ve been tinkering with.”

“A lifeboat? Silas, you’ve got the Cormorant!”

“That, too.”

Their voices faded as they headed into the crowd.

“Well, this doesn’t seem too awkward,” said Gwain.

Anaroo leaned on the rail, beside him. “I could be wrong,” she said mildly. The sun had just dipped from the clear sky. All around them, the horizon glowed a translucent purple, fading into delicate blue overhead, slowly darkening towards velvet night. The air was still and warm, but softened by a cool breeze off the sea. Scents of food from the deck mingled with the smell of the jungle and the sharp tang of salt.

Gwain forced himself to ask, “I don’t suppose you’ve seen a red-headed shavier?” Perhaps I missed her.

Anaroo turned to look at him apologetically. “Perhaps she’s waiting to make a dramatic appearance. Or burgle your cabin in your absence.”

Gwain sighed. “Perhaps I am not as interesting as I imagine.”

“I feel that anyone who collects crocodile skeletons and giant cockroaches could not fail to find you interesting.”

“I will relay your endorsement to the next woman I meet.”

“Anaroo!” It was Kircha, one of the zeds from the Defiance, who’d gone ashore days ago. “I have some news for you! It’s about Nesteria’s ship! All good!”

“Oh!” Anaroo darted down the stairs, and Gwain was left alone at the rail. He took another deep breath of the warm, salty air and adjusted his expectations for the evening. When he glanced back at the deck, he saw that Gerard and Silveo had arrived and immediately been drawn into a conversation with Gus Creevy.

“Gwain!” He looked directly below to see Glossy, her hair in ringlets this evening, the bodice of her blue gown laced pleasingly high, and her copper-gold eyes bright with mischief. “I have learned some things about the local fossa-ha population that might interest you. Care to dance while I tell you about them?”

One really could do worse than such an evening with friends. “I would love to!”

*  *  *  *
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Percy felt that his party had gotten off to a glorious start—good company, good music, wonderful food, and the promise of a sensuous night afterwards. Zael had arrived in red and black velvet, complete with a plumed hat at a rakish angle and his signature patched cape that made him look just disreputable enough to be dashing. His friends had brought a simple, but effective stage set, made mostly of portable screens. Percy supervised its assembly, while Zael flirted shamelessly.

Everyone on deck seemed to be having a good time. They were enjoying the quartet—all of them sailors from the Cormorant who’d come aboard near the end of the winter on Holovarus. Percy had heard them play informally, but never for a large group. They were quite good.

Silas had not given the cook staff an opportunity to really show off since bringing them aboard, and they were determined to make the most of the evening. With seafood cheap and plentiful in the local market, they’d assembled an artistic array of appetizers, paired with local wines that Percy had helped to select. The dishware left something to be desired, but he’d done his best.

The ship’s finery was in a sad state in general. She had not, after all, been a working airship when the jagers snatched her out of Port Royal. She’d been moored as a permanent museum piece. Substantial portions of the ship’s ordinary complement of supplies had probably been missing from the beginning—linens beyond those on display, silver and glassware, ordinary dishes of the type considered appropriate for the rarefied company of an airship.

The jagers had outfitted her as best they could, but they’d been focused on supplies they needed for sailing—sheets, lines, tackle, spare timber. Silas had been equally utilitarian when outfitting her in Holovarus. Linens and dishware had been scavenged from the cheapest sources available, and they looked woefully out of place on such a work of art as the Cormorant.

In addition, the ship had been subject to at least two destructive boarding actions. Airships did not fight battles in Wefrivain, and while the Cormorant may have been experimental in that regard, even she had not been designed to withstand the ravages of a boarding.

As far as Percy could tell, the initial capture of the ship had been bloodier than the second. There was evidence of sword cuts to walls, carvings, and lattices. Tapestries had been slashed and, in one case, scorched. The thick ship’s glass used on exterior windows and parts of the hull was nearly indestructible, but numerous interior windows and display cabinets had been shattered.

Silas had cleaned up these sorts of cosmetic ravages, but not repaired them. Two of the beautiful chairs in the officers’ cabins had torn upholstery, and three others had bloodstains that could not be cleansed. In addition, Gus Creevy had thrown a jager through a latticed wall in the officers’ berths, which had been “repaired” with a board nailed to the delicate scrollwork. The sight made Percy cringe every time he passed it, but a matching piece of lattice was beyond his scope for this evening.

Instead, he’d focused on the best silver that could be found in ship’s stores, along with a few purchases from town. Lanterns were easy to string around deck, and centerpieces of jungle flowers from the market would distract guests from inadequacies in dishware.

The chairs in the officers’ mess were a true conundrum. Percy could not imagine asking guests to sit upon bloodstains. After much agonizing, he chose the least offensive specimens from various cabins and resigned himself to chairs that did not match.

Dinner itself had been a delight to assemble, with so many strange and interesting choices available. Percy was at least satisfied that his guests would be impressed by what they were eating, if not by what they were eating it off of.

Now all that was done, and he could enjoy himself. Percy was a fastidious host, but not a nervous one. Now that the evening was in motion, he was happy to drink his way to weightlessness and be awed along with everyone else. Zael had had two glasses of wine and was in a flow of nervy high spirits that always occurred before his performances. He’d begun outlining a new play that he hoped to one day bring to the theaters of Mance, assuming they had not all burned to the ground. The play included numerous inaccuracies about airships, but Percy was in no mood to correct him. The important thing was the treasure, the star-crossed pirate lovers, and the many dashing sword fights.

Percy was about to be drawn into a choreography critique of the latter when someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned to see Silas, looking respectable in linen and lace, his dark eyes apologetic. “Percy, I know you’re busy, but I thought you’d want to see...”

Percy stared around his shoulder. “Estiver?”

His old school friend looked gaunt, his brown hair gone half gray, but he was smiling. “Percy, it’s good to see you.”

Then they were hugging, clapping each other on the back, exclaiming incoherently. Percy had met Estiver during his first year in the airship academy. Estiver had been a little younger than the other students, with barely enough money and connections to get himself into such an elite school. He had not known the protocol for dealing with the kings and kingmakers of Wefrivain. Percy had taken a liking to him, introduced Estiver to many helpful people, and smoothed over a number of naive missteps that might have otherwise cost Estiver his place at the school. They’d become part of a tight-knit group of lifelong friends.

Percy’s stomach did an unpleasant flip as he managed, “Have you heard anything about Elrick?” Elrick had been Percy’s roommate at the academy, a childhood friend who was closer to Percy than any of his actual brothers.

“He’s alive, Percy,” said Estiver, “in Zorn with his wife and kids. We were both in Port Caraway when the trouble started. I was foolish enough to try to take the Periwinkle out. I sent my family by sea, thank the gods. They’re in Maijha. I think Elrick took a waterborne ship. I have no idea how it went for him, but he survived, and he must have gotten word of my trajectory, because I had a letter waiting when I got into port two days ago. He asked if I had any news of you.”

Percy’s eyes swam. He nodded his thanks.

“There’s more,” continued Estiver. “Mordici is dead. I saw the Piper explode. Gods, it was awful.” He stopped abruptly, looking around at their grave faces. “But...this is a party. We don’t have to talk about this right now.”

“No, no,” said Percy, “I want to hear. We can compare notes. I have news as well.” He realized abruptly that he had not introduced Zael and turned to motion between them. “Estiver, this is Zael. He and his acting troupe sailed with me for about a year aboard the Ray. I believe I introduced the two of you at the time, although you may not remember each other.”

Estiver gave an indulgent smile that Percy supposed he deserved. I was rather indiscreet...for a person married to a princess.

“Yes, I remember,” said Estiver.

Zael bowed with a flourish. “Percy introduces me to so many important people. I am sorry to say that I cannot recall which kingdom you rule, but I promise that you have my utmost respect, and I will put your name into a play if given the slightest encouragement.”

“Captain of the airship Periwinkle,” said Estiver dryly, “with a small family fortune in supremely unglamorous cotton. But my ship is at the bottom of the sea, and I have no idea if any of my fortune remains.”

“You should check,” said Zael with a twinkle. “Percy’s estate is intact.”

“I can tell,” said Estiver. He was looking at Zael with a vaguely unfriendly expression.

Percy spoke quickly, “Silas, I don’t believe I’ve ever introduced you to Zael at all.”

“Certainly not when you were sailing the Ray,” muttered Estiver. “As I recall, the two of you would have happily run each other through back then.”

“We were engaged in a bit of competition,” said Percy lightly, “but Silas won, and I moved on.”

Silas was watching Zael with a neutral expression that even Percy found impossible to read. Zael was looking at Silas with undisguised curiosity. Please get along, thought Percy. I would like you to be friends.

Percy was pleasantly surprised when Silas glanced from Estiver to Zael, smiled, and said, “If Percy had actually wanted to run me through, I’m sure he would have.”

Zael gave a short, sharp laugh—not a stage sound, but honest surprise. “You’ve seen him fight?”

“A few times. He’s very good.”

“He should be,” muttered Estiver, “covered in bruises after every holiday...” He looked suddenly embarrassed and went silent.

Zael said smoothly, “Well, now he’s covered in very attractive scars, so it all worked out.”

Percy wanted to roll his eyes. They all know you’ve seen me naked. You don’t have to prove it, Zael.

But Zael was enjoying his current status as Percy’s paramour and continued, “All that privateering... Lots of scars since the Ray, eh, Perce? But this one.” He laid a hand on Percy’s right chest, fingertips just below his collarbone—a casual, possessive gesture that made Percy feel uncomfortable for reasons he would prefer not to name. “This one he’s had since before the Ray,” continued Zael coolly. “Duel, I’d guess. But you don’t fight those, do you, Silas?”

Of all the scars to pick, Zael! But of course Zael didn’t know any better. Percy had never told him the story.

Silas’s mouth twitched in what Percy hoped was amusement and not disgust. “Yes, I was there when he got that one. And, no, I don’t fight duels. Like I said, Percy could have killed me any day he liked.”

Zael’s hand slid down to Percy’s stomach. Percy had a strange desire to push him away. You can touch me later. Not here. Not now.

“Well, I’d love to hear about it!” exclaimed Zael to Silas. “The story, sir! I am breathless with anticipation.”

“I’m sure you are,” said Silas with the infuriating air of an adult among children. “But I’d really like to hear who’s alive and which ships are still sailing.” He glanced between Estiver and Percy. “Can we compare notes?”

Zael pulled away. “As fascinating as that sounds, I do have to get ready for this play.”

Percy was relieved. “I’ll be here in the front row.”

Zael slid both hands around his waist and kissed him.

Again, Percy had the sense that everything was happening too fast and too publicly. He disengaged as quickly as possible and was relieved to see Silas and Estiver sitting on the chairs, already talking about their mutual friends. He joined them with Estiver in the middle. “Alright, so who else made it out of Port Caraway?”
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Chapter 28. Theater
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Gwain had to admit that Percy knew how to throw a party. The wine was exceptional, and the music and lighting combined to create a cozy ambience in spite of the size of the crowd. After hearing Glossy’s stories of local midwifery, he danced with two shavier women from town and one of the grishnard women from the Fang. They were all pleasant and attractive company. One of the shavier let fall that she was remarkably single and utterly unengaged tomorrow afternoon if he cared to call.

Gwain tucked her card into his breast pocket with a smile. It had always been easy for him to find companions among the women of his mother’s kin. Too easy, perhaps. Most of them knew his legend long before they knew his person and it created certain expectations that were usually dashed in the end.

“Your concern for my appreciation of the wyvern species is noted. I believe you are something of an expert in the topic, having written a book that I have encountered once or twice before.”

Godsdamn it. I wonder what else she thinks she already knows about me.

He didn’t seem likely to find out. Andromache did not make an appearance.

It was full dark, and additional lanterns were being lit on deck when a third shavier girl stumbled, giggling, into his arms. She couldn’t be much older than twenty, her hair and feathers a pale yellow that shone golden in the low light. Her cheeks were rosy with wine. She smelled like flowers. “You’re the great pirate prince!” she exclaimed. “I have longed to meet you, sir! Will you tell me a story of battle while we dance? Or espionage? You fought dragons in the cannibal islands, didn’t you? I have heard ballads!”

“Well, minstrels do exaggerate on occasion,” said Gwain with modesty that rang false even to his own ears. She was practically melting in his arms, and he hoisted her up, so that her bodice gave a pleasing bounce. “But I can probably dredge up some entertaining truth after a turn around the dance floor.”

“Oh, do,” breathed the lady. “Pirate princes are quite rare on L’shore. Though I am a bit dizzy with dancing at the moment. How I long to sit somewhere quiet and just...talk.” She caressed his cheek. “Do you have a cabin aboard?”

“I’m sure one could be found,” Gwain heard himself say.

“Excuse me, but the pirate prince has a prior engagement,” said Anaroo as she turned Gwain neatly out of the arms of his admiring companion. “Gwain, a word.”

The shavier girl looked affronted. “I was dancing with him!”

“And now you’re not,” said Anaroo sweetly. “This party is lousy with both pirates and princes. Find another one.”

The fauness moved off with a look of pique.

“Anaroo,” said Gwain wistfully, “I believe that young woman was about to take me to bed. And since no one has enthusiastically taken me to bed in some time...”

“Gwain! She is Merta all over again! I know everybody makes the same mistakes over and over, but do you have to repeat this one quite so soon? I thought you wanted to meet this woman with the giant insects and crocodile skeletons?”

“Well, she’s not here, is she?” said Gwain, aware of the sulk in his own voice. “And besides, I have no reason to think she wants to take me to bed.”

Anaroo bent slightly to look him in the face. “Are you drunk?”

“Only a little.”

She looked at him a moment longer, seemed to think his assessment correct, and said, “There’s something that Gerard, Silveo, and I wanted to talk to you about.” Half under her breath, she added, “A little drunk is probably good for this conversation.”

Gwain cocked his head. “You...and Gerard and Silveo? That’s an odd delegation.”

“Yes, well, it’s an odd piece of news, and I think you should be sitting down for it. Come join us?”

She led him to a row of chairs near the back of the cluster in the forecastle, where Gerard and Silveo were waiting for them. They were probably talking to each other in that spooky way of theirs, but they weren’t saying anything out loud.

“Gwain,” began Silveo when he sat down. “We’ve been asking around town regarding your father’s ships and what they did while they were here. We’ve gotten some unexpected answers...”

Gwain couldn’t help looking over his shoulder to see whether the golden-haired girl had followed them. She had not. “Such as?”

“Well,” began Gerard, “it all started with my visit to Councilor Phaedra regarding a trade arrangement for my family. Bird guano from these islands would greatly increase our crop yields—”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “For gods’ sakes, Gerard! Gwain, your father is probably dead. Sailing to the Pendalons to find him is a fool’s errand.”

Gwain’s eyes snapped to Silveo’s face, then around at the rest of them. They all looked extremely serious. He felt as though someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over his head. At last, he managed, “Probably?”

Anaroo sighed. “Very likely dead. We’ll tell you the details. I know you’ll want to verify them yourself. Just...listen for a moment.”

Gerard spoke again, “The book we all wrote has become the foundation of a cult that eats wyverns in an attempt to assume their powers. They’re operating out of an offshore fortress on the rainy side of the island. They didn’t seem to associate my name or Silveo’s with their sacred text, but your name might still be attached to it. Or at least your pseudonym—Flag. I have no idea how they’d react to meeting you, but you might have a care what you say in town.”

Gwain held up a hand. He shut his eyes, opened them again. “Can you start from the beginning, please?”

“Of course,” said Gerard gently. Behind them, the play had begun. People were drifting over to watch. “Do you want to go somewhere quieter?”

Gwain hesitated, nodded. He felt like he was outside his own body, watching himself react.

Silveo looked apologetic. “Maybe I should have let Gerard tell you all about the economics of bird poop first.”

Gwain gave a laugh and realized he was on the verge of tears. How embarrassing. It must be the wine. “I’m certain that would not have...improved the...um...”

Anaroo looped an arm through his. “Let’s walk up to the quarterdeck.”

*  *  *  *
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Percy had always enjoyed theater, and Zael was both an excellent actor and a consummate manager of his troupe. He might not always know how to behave tastefully around my academy friends, thought Percy, but by all the gods, he will hit the right note on a stage every time.

The play was exactly the appropriate length for a pre-dinner treat—a closed-room mystery, delivered in a single act. The story involved four people and a stolen jewel. The tone was light and humorous. Zael had the funniest lines and flawless timing. The crowd was soon roaring with laughter. The stories told by the various suspects in the play were presented behind them in silhouette, using screens to create illusions of depth and distance.

Percy glanced at Silas, still sitting on the other side of Estiver. He’d saved a place for Anaroo, but she had not joined them. Percy had no idea whether Silas appreciated the skill required to create this little gem of theater. Silas had never been much for expensive entertainments when they were young, what with his humble birth and his single-minded determination to finance his own airship. Upon reflection, Percy supposed that he had probably dragged Silas to every play Silas had ever seen, and that had been twenty years ago.

But if Silas didn’t know what he was looking at, Estiver certainly did. “You do know how to pick them, Percy,” he muttered. “He’s gotten better since the Ray. Where was he performing before the trouble?”

Percy sipped his wine with a grin. “The Jug and Trinket.” It was one of the best-known theaters on Mance. “Lots of private performances, including the palace.”

“Well, I hope he gets back there,” said Estiver. “Or I hope they appreciate him in Whileaway.”

Percy stretched, pleased that someone valued his tastes. The audience, tipsy with the best wine in Whileaway, and giddy with dancing, applauded thunderously as the actors bowed. The cook staff arrived to announce dinner arrangements, but they had difficulty being heard over the cacophony of people descending upon the actors to offer admiration, solicitations, and, Percy suspected, invitations to perform on various other ships and in various other venues.

Zael will be flying high for the rest of the evening. Percy glanced at Silas again. His face was a perfect blank. He was sipping what might be his third glass of wine. He had not jumped to his feet along with everyone else, and they were jostling around him. He looked, in a word, unimpressed. Oh, come on, Silas, you have to admit he’s delightful.

Percy got up to congratulate his lover and was promptly swallowed by the crowd. He thought he spotted Anaroo crouching down to whisper something in Silas’s ear, but then lost sight of them. Zael was holding court amid his many admirers, but he seized Percy’s arm the moment they managed to reach each other. “Oh, my privateer, I may need you to protect my virtue.”

Percy snorted with laughter. “If you didn’t flirt with all of them, they might not be so ardent in pursuit.”

“I might possibly have overdone it,” said Zael, glancing over his shoulder. “The population is clearly starved for high quality theater.”

“Are the rest of your troupe going to be alright?”

“They will fare splendidly in the forecastle, but I assume I am eating with you in the officers’ mess?”

“I meant, do they need to be rescued from drunken, overzealous admirers?”

Zael smirked. “They’ve worked with me before; they’re used to it.”

Percy shook his head. “It’s a good thing I don’t love you for your modesty.”

“You have never loved anyone for their modesty, my dear.” Zael was practically skipping. “We are all going to be shaking calling cards out of our clothes tomorrow morning. Gods, I hope we get some really good commissions out of it! Enough of the cheap seats! Was your old paramour impressed? I couldn’t tell whether I got a laugh out of him. Not an easy audience, that one.”

“He has never been my paramour, and he’s no student of theater. Don’t worry about him. Although...gods, I really hope he’ll come into town to play cards with us after dinner. Just for a bit. With Estiver along, it would feel like old times. I wish Elrick were here.”

Zael smiled, although Percy detected a flicker that he couldn’t quite interpret. “Yes, I’m sure we’ll all go. That is, if his lordship, the captain, will deign to give us the pleasure.”

“He’s just shy, Zael. He’s more comfortable in shirtsleeves. I don’t know how Needles convinced him to wear lace.”

“Well, you know him inside and out, so—”

“You need to stop saying things like that.”

“And yet you’re laughing.”

Percy rolled his eyes. “Let’s see whether my dinner choices are a disaster. If so, they will at least be interesting.”
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Chapter 29. Stories Over Dinner
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Dinner began with tiny viper bird eggs, poached in a rich sauce. The atmosphere in the officers’ mess was slightly subdued, the older people having separated themselves from the boisterous young sailors, most of the actors, and most of the town guests, who had all gone to eat in the forecastle.

Officers from three ships filled the table, along with their personal guests. Percy was sitting between Zael and Estiver, with Silas to Estiver’s left at the head of the table, Anaroo beside him. Gus should have been beside her, but there had been some whispered shuffling that Percy hadn’t tried to follow, and Gwain had ended up beside Anaroo instead. He looked rather listless. Percy wondered if he’d drunk too much. I should have put more appetizers out with the wine. Everyone had a little too much on an empty stomach.

Estiver was shooting glances at Anaroo in obvious bewilderment. Silas had introduced her as “my wife,” although Percy didn’t think they’d ever been properly married. Estiver was obviously having a difficult time understanding how Silas had ended up with a zed wife. At least he hasn’t said anything rude yet.

Percy decided to deal with this issue head-on. He took a deep breath. I can do this, I can do this... “Estiver, perhaps now would be a good time to tell you how I lost my arm.”

Estiver’s head snapped around. “Oh, Percy, I am so sorry.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Silas said it was the great battle, and not to mention it, so I... Percy, I am so sorry.”

Percy figured someone had coached Estiver. For all he was a steadfast friend, he was not a particularly tactful or socially astute creature, and he certainly would have exclaimed over Percy’s injury if someone hadn’t told him not to. Percy waved his hand. “I’m lucky to be alive. I almost wasn’t. In fact, I think we’d all be dead if Anaroo hadn’t shot the Albatross.”

Estiver turned back to Anaroo, round-eyed. “Madam, you...you shot...?”

Silas’s face lost its cold, distant look, and he turned to Estiver with a sad smile. “This would probably make more sense if I told you what I was doing with the Albatross when the trouble started.”

There followed a recounting of the events of last fall. Silas was just getting to the crucial detail of the Albatross’s missing ballonet port cover, when the soup course made its appearance. Estiver was hanging on every word, but nearly everyone else at the table had already heard—or in some cases lived—the story of the Scarlet Albatross’s last voyage. Other conversations spun off as people began to relax.

Percy took over the story of the Albatross as they came to the “great battle,” in which Wefrivain’s finest had gone up against jager guns like beasts to slaughter. “I didn’t even feel the injury,” he told Estiver. “I was knocked down by something flying through the air. I got up and tried to take the helm, and my left arm just...didn’t work. It was a bloody pulp. It’s amazing how pain can hold off like that, when you’re fighting for your life. I felt it later, though. Gods, did I ever.”

Percy was so focused on the story that he didn’t notice when Zael turned to the people on his right and launched into his own epic journey to Whileaway. By the time Anaroo’s arrow brought the Albatross down in flames, Zael had the middle half of the table enthralled with a tale of mutiny and narrow escapes. Somehow he managed to make it humorous. Eyes were shining. People were smiling.

Six of the cook staff brought in the entrée on trenchers, which they placed end-to-end down the center of the table. It was a young hydra, roasted in sauce with vegetables. It was not a disaster. It was absolutely delicious.

The room had grown loud and pleasantly warm. Gus Creevy’s booming laugh filled the cabin, along with Glossy’s merry tinkle. Zael and Silveo seemed to know each other—a fact that surprised Percy not at all. They began comparing notes about various theater acquaintances. At the far end of the table, the captain of the Defiance, Mink, was engaged in the time-honored tradition of illustrating a ship engagement with food items. In this case, hydra bones. Sirwen, her second, was pointing out details to Gerard, while Marlo tossed in comments that made everyone laugh. Even Gwain had cheered up enough to ask Silas about the horrible insect he’d brought aboard three days ago, and Estiver was openly admiring Anaroo’s bravery and skill in the matter of her final card game with Silas aboard the Albatross.

Percy felt deeply content. Everyone was having a good time.

He had noticed that Silas was not quite looking him in the eye, not even when he and Percy were jointly engaged in telling Estiver the story of the Albatross’s demise. Percy wasn’t sure what to make of this. Silas was smiling and laughing. He didn’t seem angry or morose, but there was a sense of distance between them, as though other people were the only reason they had anything to say to each other. It wasn’t quite what Percy wanted.

But, then, has Silas ever given me quite what I wanted?

Zael finished the story he was telling and turned abruptly to Silas at the end of the table. “Now I really must hear how Percy managed to get stabbed in the chest twenty years ago. The story, Captain! Since you seem so intimately acquainted with it.”

Zael was grinning, but his eyes locked with Silas’s, and Percy detected a hint of tension. Godsdamn it, Zael. Why can’t you just leave him alone?

Aloud, Percy heard himself say, “It was more than twenty years ago.”

Silas’s eyes veered away from Zael’s and shifted to his wine. “Your second year at the airship academy, correct?”

Percy nodded. “Summer of my second year, so I was...well, both of us were...gods, nineteen.”

“Did I know about this?” asked Estiver. “I feel like I should remember this, but I don’t.”

Percy grinned in spite of himself. It was actually a good story, now that he came to think about it. If you left out certain parts. To Estiver, he said, “Well, I suppose they can’t revoke my certificate at this point, on account of the academy is probably in flames, so I guess we can tell it.”

“Revoke your...?”

“Silas took one of my tests, and I fought a duel for him.”

Estiver’s eyes went round. “He what?” He looked between Silas and Percy, as though he thought they were joking.

Silas smiled. “You were there, Est. Well, you were there when I got myself in trouble. You were dancing when it started, I think, but everybody was watching the card game by the end. Percy and I exposed a table of sharps at the Wasted Eel. I shouldn’t have done it. Nothing good ever comes of engaging with people like that, but...well, I was nineteen.”

Against his better judgment, Percy said, “You never would have done it if you hadn’t been showing off for your friend, who was so happy you were home early.”

Silas hesitated, still not quite meeting Percy’s eyes. “Yes. Anyway, I didn’t just take their money. I added insult to injury by exposing these fellows as cheaters in front of the entire club, and making rather a production of it—”

“Oh!” exclaimed Estiver. “I do remember this!” He laughed and glanced between Anaroo and Zael, who were both listening attentively. “Silas was pretending to be drunk the whole game, so they were focusing on Percy. One of them kept calling himself ‘Lucky Jenkins,’ offering insulting ‘advice,’ and Silas finally tells him, ‘Well, I’m Silas Ackleby, and I don’t need luck.’ Then he started really playing, and absolutely skinned them alive.”

Anaroo snorted a laugh.

“He did this one-handed bridge and riffle,” continued Estiver, “which is a very difficult shuffle, and Silas does it without breaking eye-contact. Or at least he used to.”

“Oh, he still does,” said Anaroo. “It looks like a magic trick.”

“Sounds dreadfully intimidating,” said Zael with a hint of sarcasm that inspired Percy to apply an elbow under the table.

Estiver was a blessedly poor student of social nuance. “Oh, it is intimidating! Especially for hucksters who thought they were dealing with a dumb kid who couldn’t hold his drink.”

“I gave my friends a show,” said Silas, “and got myself called out in the process. In the meantime—”

“In the meantime,” Percy took over, “I had not actually taken my final static physics exam, nor quite finished studying for it—”

“Percy!” exclaimed Estiver.

Percy winced. It was the sort of behavior that would have gotten Estiver kicked out of school. Someone with Percy’s title and money could simply retest...not that his father wouldn’t have beaten him bloody in the aftermath.

Silas spoke quietly, still not looking at Percy. “Like he said...I came home early.”

Percy felt that he needed to lighten the tone of the story. “And was Silas grateful that I skipped studying for my exam to run around town and dance and play cards and smoke poppy with him? No! Not the least bit of gratitude from that one!”

Silas laughed into his drink. “I may have said a few unkind things.”

“I believe you called me a fool. Which, at the time, I found offensive, although you were perfectly correct.” He took a deep breath and continued, “Anyway, Silas made me stay up and study for most of the night, the results of which were that I could not wake up the next morning. So Silas stole my signet ring and—”

“Borrowed!” exclaimed Silas. “And you knew the material. It wasn’t like you didn’t know it. I just couldn’t wake you up.” Half under his breath, he muttered, “I should have let you sleep the night before.”

Percy rolled his eyes. “Anyway, I had let slip that our final exams were proctored by people who didn’t know us. So Silas borrowed my ring and clothes, went out, and took it.”

“And he passed?” whispered Estiver. “Second year static physics is one of the hardest theoreticals in the curriculum!”

“He got a hundred percent,” said Percy blandly.

Estiver gaped at him.

Percy continued, “I woke up with Silas gone and someone knocking on the door to deliver a pissy message from ‘Lucky Jenkins’ demanding satisfaction. They were claiming that Silas was the one cheating, and the thing is, the way he plays...”

“I should never play with cheats,” muttered Silas.

“Unless your ship is sinking and they are trying to save your life,” said Anaroo sweetly.

“Yes, unless that.”

Estiver grinned at Percy. “So you put on Silas’s clothes and fought the duel?”

Percy nodded. “Elrick was at an interview, but he got back in time to be my second, and Silas came strolling in just as we were headed up to the cliffs. He came to the duel as me, which I’m sure helped with the trick.”

“I did not ‘come strolling’—” began Silas.

“Slinking?” said Percy with a hint of acid. “I think that’s the word I meant. Anyway, I was accustomed to wooden broadswords, on account of that was my father’s weapon of choice. Dueling rapiers move a bit faster, so I got stabbed right off. The bastard seemed pretty surprised when I picked up my sword with my left hand and punched him in the face with the basket.” Percy hesitated. I will not be sad this evening. I will not brood. He kept his tone light as he finished, “I suppose I’d have to think of something else now.”

Estiver reached up and patted his shoulder. “Did you kill him, Percy?”

“No! No, I beat him black and blue, probably broke his nose.”

Estiver grinned. “So you got top scores and won a duel. Your father must have been delighted.”

“It was the best winter holiday in all my time at school.” Although I still couldn’t wait for it to be over so that I could get back to my cottage in town. Because Silas was there. That was the winter I taught him to dance.

Zael listened without interrupting. Percy had to give him credit. Zael was a performer to his core and tended to dominate conversations, but he wasn’t doing that now. He was looking directly at Silas as he said, “So...you studied all night, and then Percy got stabbed in the heart?”

Silas’s ears settled back a little. Percy could tell that he did not like the tone of the question. “I believe his heart is on the other side.”

Zael leaned back, eyes half lidded. “Easy to forget where a person’s heart is, isn’t it?”

Silas’s face showed a flash of real irritation that made Percy’s stomach drop. Oh, gods. Please do not fight.

Silas’s voice came out low and controlled. “Do you have something to say to me, Zael?”

Zael grinned his most disarming grin, and all trace of combativeness vanished. “Only that I hope you’ll come into town to play cards with us after dinner. How drunk do we have to get you to show off? I would love to see this trick shuffle.”

Silas looked as though he was trying to decide whether to be insulted or allow the flattery to smooth things over.

Anaroo spoke, “Why don’t we just play cards here? I think everyone is enjoying the party and likely to stay around. Some of them are a bit drunk to be climbing onto a pegasus.”

She was right. Dinner was almost over. Dessert wine was coming around in small glasses, and everyone’s cheeks were rosy.

Percy could hear the distant sound of a fiddle starting up on the main deck. The sailors and their guests in the forecastle had finished eating and probably wanted to dance again. Cards and dice would surely make an appearance. A few enthusiastic couples were probably already in search of cabins, hammocks, or, if they were particularly poor planners, the cable tiers.

Looking down the table, Percy saw that a few people had excused themselves from the officers’ mess, though the rest were still visiting in a convivial manner. Gwain pushed his chair back. “Well, I should—”

“Stay and play cards,” said Anaroo.

She shot Silas a look that Percy could not interpret. “Yes,” said Silas abruptly. “We can certainly play cards here. There’s a private drawing room underneath my cabin that’s probably better for it. Not quite as big as the officers’ mess, but I doubt everybody will want to play—”

He paused as Mouse appeared solemnly at his elbow, the picture of the well-groomed ship’s boy. He leaned up to whisper in Silas’s ear.

“And I am told my child is inconsolable,” said Silas. “We can reconvene in the drawing room—”

Percy jumped up. “I’ll get her.”

Silas seemed to forget for a moment his no-eye-contact-with-Percy policy for the evening. “Oh, Percy, no, you go manage your party. I’ll—”

“Skipper!” called Gus from across the table. “I am told by the watch on duty that there is frolicking occurring in the keelhead basket. What are your feelings on the matter?”

Silas shot to his feet. “My feelings are that the keelhead basket is not a place for frolicking! Gods’ blood; the entire hold is empty! They can frolic somewhere they won’t fall over the side. Who’s down there?”

“I suspected you might be of that opinion, Skipper. I’ll go break it up; the watch are feeling a bit shy, owing to it involves one or more ladies from town. Who else, I’m not sure.”

“One or more...?” Silas passed a hand over his face. “I’ll come with you. We’ll just make a sweep of the ship and ensure nobody else is ‘frolicking’ anywhere dangerous.” He paused and glanced apologetically between Percy and Anaroo.

“I will get Ama,” said Percy before Anaroo could open her mouth.

“In that case, I will set up the drawing room for cards,” said Anaroo serenely. “Gwain, come help me.”
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Chapter 30. Whiplash
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My father is dead.

Gwain remembered standing in the royal library overlooking the bay at Port Royal. The view from the tall windows was spectacular, and the walls with books running up and up had made a young boy feel small amid all that knowledge. He hadn’t been a boy that last time, though. He’d been eighteen, a young adult with a prince’s tutoring in science and politics, and an assassin’s training in hand-to-hand combat.

Leopaard Maijha wanted his eldest to rule. He’d made that clear from Gwain’s earliest memories. But Leopaard knew what he and his son were up against. Gwain had spent more than half of every year from the ages of six to eighteen in the mountains with the fire dancers, learning to defend himself.

“My family tried to murder me because you exist,” said Leopaard. “You do not have the luxury of being innocent or helpless, my child. You will have to fight for what is yours. But,” and here he always smiled, “you will win.”

Gwain had believed him.

Leopaard had taken immense risks to make sure that his son got the lessons and skills he would need to make a bid for the Maijhan throne. As soon as his own father passed, Leopaard would be able to change the laws and acknowledge his firstborn. All they had to do was stay alive and wait.

And then, at eighteen, Gwain had stood in that library and told his father that he wanted to go back to Maijha Minor, that he did not think it was his destiny to be a grishnard prince or king, that he believed his future lay in helping his mother’s people.

Gwain understood that there was no simple solution for the fauns of Wefrivain. He was fully cognizant of the web of politics, power, culture, and religion that would have to be untangled to free his mother’s kin. But he was certain that this was his life’s mission.

He had marshaled his arguments, prepared to defend his ideas. He could do more good this way than by trying to sit a grishnard throne for people who would never fully accept him. He was confident of his moral position and of his reasoning.

Yet Gwain had dreaded his father’s disappointment. Leopaard had risked his family’s wrath and his very life to polish Gwain into the weapon of state that he had become. Leopaard had spent years and countless cowries, all for a son who was about to reject those gifts, a son who wanted to join the faun Resistance—a violent and feared organization, engaged in an eternal war with the even more violent and feared Temple Police.

But Gwain had walked into the room with his chin held high and made his case. He had delivered his speech and held his breath. Leopaard had looked at Gwain quietly for a long time and finally put his hands on his shoulders. “My resources are at your disposal. Do what you must.”

Gwain had prepared himself for every possible reaction...except that quiet capitulation. His eyes had misted. He’d wanted, for one insane moment, to take it all back.

But his father went on, “You have your own path to walk, Gwain. You always have. Go out and change the world. But remember: you can always come home.”

Over the next ten years, Gwain had come home many times, often with his tail between his legs. But he’d picked himself back up and gone out again. He’d taken the Resistance from a disorganized band of chaos-raisers to a well-run machine that systematically dismantled the Temple Police. He’d made mistakes and friends and enemies, and through it all, his father had supported him. Even when Gwain’s activities were causing problems for the Maijhan crown, even when a whiff of the scandal might have resulted in war, Leopaard had been an unwavering ally.

He had continued to mention the Maijhan throne from time to time, though less often as the years passed. He’d married a grishnard wife shortly after his coronation when Gwain was twenty-three. A year later, they’d had a child. Leopaard had asked once whether Gwain wanted to meet his half-brother, but somehow the opportunity never arose. Gwain was very busy changing the world. He did not have time for little brothers who would receive the birthright he had rejected.

And then, eleven years after he’d stood in that library and told his father what he intended to do, it all came crashing down. Gwain had made a tremendous gamble—an attempt to turn the officers at the heart of Morchella’s empire—and he had lost. Everyone involved had lost, including Leopaard Maijha.

From that day on, Gwain could no longer go home. He knew that his grishnard relatives would say that Leopaard had taken a viper to his bosom, that he should have strangled Gwain in the cradle, that he’d loved a poisonous thing, and paid for it. And in his darkest moments, Gwain thought that perhaps they were right.

Gwain had lived all his life in a world at war, where friends died so frequently that one said goodbye each time one parted. He was startled, therefore, to find that his father’s death was an event for which he was not prepared.

He felt sorry for Anaroo. She was not the sort to shelter people, and yet she was sheltering him like a dove with a chick. Gerard and Silveo were obviously concerned. They had kept this information for days to avoid hurting him. And yet he could tell that, underneath, they were all desperately relieved that they would not be setting out across a vast ocean to an uncertain destination on the far side of the world.

The party whirled around him. Gwain found that he was halfway through a meal without remembering the details of its beginning. Anaroo was trying to include him in conversations. People were telling stories that he wasn’t following. They think I’m drunk. Well, maybe I am. But he didn’t feel drunk. He felt numb.

What am I going to do with myself?

The idea of finding his father had been a driving force ever since the Resistance crumbled. Even after he’d gone back into Wefrivain with Gerard and Silveo to republish his book, he’d always known that afterward, he would go find his father.

The jager ascendancy in the islands had only stiffened his resolve. Now, Leopaard could return home without fearing retribution from the Temple. He might or might not have a throne, but he could find a place for himself in Maijha. Gwain had a feeling that his father and Kyros Magner would get along.

All those times I came home and let him put me back together... I suppose I’ve been hoping I could do the same for him. I thought I could still fix this. But I can’t. He will never come home again, and neither will I.

What am I going to do with myself?

Go into the jungle, perhaps? Live as a hermit and disappear without a trace when a bush falcon or flippered crocodile eats me? The idea had appeal. At least nobody else will suffer for my mistakes.

The meal was over, and it seemed like he could probably escape to his own ship, but Anaroo caught his arm. “Stay and play cards.”

Gwain did not have the will to argue. He followed her to the ornate captain’s drawing room, where he helped set out crystal glasses and more wine. Then he helped sort a box of cards in which several decks had mingled. People began drifting into the room. They began to play. Those who could not find a seat at the table stood around watching until someone lost enough points to get ejected from the game. Gwain was a decent card player, although, like Anaroo, he was an even better cheat. Anyone who had lived as a faun on Maijha Minor, playing with hunters in the Great Lodge, had learned these things.

Gwain made no attempt to cheat this evening, or even to play very well, but he managed to stay in the game for about an eighth watch. At last, he whispered, “Roo...”

She looked at him, still concerned.

“I want to go to bed,” he muttered.

“Alright, I’ll see you off the ship.”

“You’re still in the game.”

She handed her cards to Gus Creevy, standing behind her. “Not anymore.”

Gwain noticed, as he passed, that Percy still had Ama in a sling across his chest. She kept reaching for his cards, and he kept scooting his cardholder away from her. “You really should learn this from your daddy, but I suppose you can start with Uncle Percy. Work your way up.”

Gwain smiled. He wondered whether he would have had a family if he’d followed his father’s plan and married a grishnard lady. He did not seem able to father children, but perhaps his little brother might have made an heir. The child would have been the right age to be his own son. Perhaps his stepmother might not have hated him as much as he expected. Should I try to find out what actually happened to her and the child? Do I want to know?

“Gwain?”

He realized he’d stopped in the corridor. He started walking again. “I’m sorry, Anaroo. I’m alright.”

“You’re usually a better liar than that.”

He laughed.

“I will be alright. I am not going to...to do myself a mischief.”

“The fact that you need to tell me this is concerning.”

He looked up into her mismatched eyes and forced a smile. “I’ll be better by tomorrow.” Not well, but better.

“We’ve got empty guestrooms. Stay the night.”

“I’ll be more comfortable in my own bed.”

They walked the rest of the way to the pegasus nest boxes in silence. She hugged him before he climbed onto a crimson stallion, and he paused to hug her back. “I don’t think I ever told you what I did when you died. When I thought you died, I mean.”

“Oh.” Anaroo pulled away from him. “Now I know you’re feeling maudlin.”

“Do you want to hear?”

“I’m not sure. If it’s what I would have done, it might be ugly.”

Gwain smiled. “Do you remember that map you helped me make of the high jungle?”

“The one in leopard territory, where you tried to talk to that wild cat, and it almost killed us?”

“Yes. We went into places that even the fauns never go, and I made a map and collected specimens. You thought I was insane, but you kept me alive.”

“Yes, I remember. What did you do?”

“I burned it.”

Anaroo stared at him. “Why?”

“Because I knew I would never find my way back to those places without it. I didn’t want to ever go there again if you were gone. I wanted all my memories of those places to have you in them.”

Anaroo’s striped face crumpled. She didn’t cry easily or often, and it embarrassed her.

Gwain hugged her again. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t want you to think that I...that I didn’t care when you died. I didn’t blame Gerard and Silveo. I blamed the dragons. I blamed the system. I didn’t seek revenge the way you would have sought it. But I cared.”

Anaroo wiped her eyes. “I love you so much, my friend. You can find a new purpose. You still have so much to give the world.”

Gwain smiled. “Goodnight, and please don’t worry about me.”

Anaroo nodded. “You should come for dinner again tomorrow. The little sailboat will be ready any day. I’m sure you and Silas can find any number of giant roaches in the jungle.”

Gwain laughed through the prism of moisture that kept threatening to overwhelm his vision. Moments later, he was standing on his own deck, watching the pegasus sail away. The watch on duty called a greeting, but the ship was nearly empty. Everyone was in town or at the party. The sailor in the bows caught up with him before he went below decks. “Note for you, sir, brought by a pegasus a little after you went to dinner.”

Gwain took the envelope. It looked like the sort of thing harbor masters sent. He wondered if they didn’t like the position in which the Defiance had anchored. Gwain stuffed the letter into his pocket and went below decks. He navigated the silent, familiar corridors without bothering to light a lantern.

He was so distracted that it took him a moment, as he came through the door of his own room, to register faint lamplight glowing from beyond the crates. I didn’t leave a lamp lit.

Gwain stood perfectly still, listening. There was a soft skittering, tapping noise coming from the direction of his desk. It didn’t sound like a shelt. After a long pause, he came slowly around the crates. He couldn’t muster a fighting stance. If Andromache wants to kill me this evening, she’s welcome.

He saw nobody, though. His desk lamp was turned down low, and directly beneath it, two whispering roaches bumped to and fro beneath an upturned drinking glass. Gwain stared. He came over to the desk. There was a pile of books beside the roaches—books that had been in a box on a shelf near the back wall last he remembered.

Gwain sifted through the stack. The Non-Grishnards of Wefrivain, The Truth about Wyverns. He winced as he spotted several of his old journals, including the one from his first season on Maijha Minor at eighteen. The others were from his Resistance years—information that was once very precious and now meant almost nothing. I thought highly of myself back then. Gwain cringed at the wild ideas and outpourings of vanity that certainly lay within those pages. He was painfully aware that drawings of naked women seemed to always slip in between his drawings of plants and animals.

Gwain sank slowly onto the chair. Andromache sat here all evening while she knew I would be at the party...reading the things I wrote.

He felt as though a stranger had seen him naked. The whispering roaches hissed at him from beneath the drinking glass. She did catch the roaches for me, so perhaps she thinks that some of my papers are worthy of preservation.

Gwain knew he wasn’t thinking clearly. I need to sleep. He got up and wandered around the cabin, searching for a note or other clues from Andromache. The window was open, but everything else was exactly as he’d left it. He felt certain that, if he asked the watch on duty whether they’d seen anyone come aboard, they would say no.

Gwain was about to turn out the lamp and go to bed, when he reached into his pocket and found the crumpled letter. He opened it and unfolded an expensive-looking piece of stationery with courtly grishnard characters looping across the page.

Gwain Maijha,

Your family is in need of your services. Meet me at the Bronze Parrot Inn on the east side of town tomorrow at noon. Come alone.

His Majesty, King Maijha

Gwain dropped the letter as though it were a venomous snake. He stared at it on the floor for a long moment. He felt as though his head were going to explode. No. No, no, no, this is all wrong. He wouldn’t... This is not how...

Gwain got up and paced around the room. He had emotional whiplash. He couldn’t think. I cannot do this right now.

In desperation, Gwain made the rare decision to pull a bottle of poppy resin out of the back of a drawer. He swallowed enough to ensure swift unconsciousness and went to bed.
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Chapter 31. Work For It
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Half the ship seemed eager to take a turn at the table, mostly, Percy suspected, so that they could say they’d played cards with Silas Ackleby. Silas took it in stride. He played a neat game, but he wasn’t exerting himself. They were playing for points, not money, and the only thing to be lost was one’s seat.

Gus joined them, and he and Silas fell to talking about things that had happened during Silas’s first two years with the Albatross, when he was still gambling in order to meet basic expenses. It was also during that time that Percy had been going out of his way to compete with Silas for cargoes, using his deeper pockets to take losses where Silas could afford none.

Percy was grateful that they didn’t talk about that, though. Silas had annoyed plenty of other people, and he had apparently been maintaining his finances on a razor’s edge. Gus finished the story of their second year with, “He paid off the crew, and everyone was very relieved because they’d heard rumors he was insolvent. The ship’s company was dismissed in a proper manner, including yours truly.” Gus waited a beat. “And then I bought him dinner, because he didn’t have a cowry left in his pocket.”

Gales of laughter around the table. Silas gave a crooked smile. “I did repay you the following month.”

“You did indeed. Although you were letting me sleep on the ship, so I’m sure you could have just called it board.”

“That would have been robbery. You were doing all the heavy lifting for my upgrade of the middle deck.”

Percy thought of his own luxurious airship—the one he’d eventually lost by going one too many rounds with Silas. He’d certainly never gone hungry aboard her, and there had been no need for upgrades. He wondered what he would have done back then if Silas had arrived on his doorstep in need. He suspected that he would have given him absolutely anything, hurt feelings notwithstanding. But Silas would have rather starved than ask me for help at that time. Or ever.

“You still haven’t told me how you took the Cormorant,” said Estiver.

“I would also like to hear that story,” said Zael. He’d disappeared for a bit to check on his troupe, but now he was back. He glanced down at Ama, asleep in her sling with her cheek against Percy’s chest. “Although I think the child has the right idea. Are you ready for bed, Percy?”

“Not yet.” Percy hoped to all the gods that Zael wasn’t about to make a comment about where he was sleeping or what he intended to do there. Percy looked at Estiver and said quickly, “It’s probably a good thing Silas forced me to spend so much time studying for exams. Taking the Cormorant was like sitting for the certificate—what with the dead reckoning required to get overtop her in the clouds in the Honeytail, and then repairing the gearbox in flight.” He frowned at Silas over his cards. “I still can’t believe you had me do a three-quarters maneuver with you crawling between the gears. You do know it had been seven years at that point since I had last sailed an airship?”

Silas gave a quick smirk—there and gone—but it made Percy feel a little lighter. “You did fine.”

“If I hadn’t, you wouldn’t be here,” rejoined Percy, “because I would have cut you in half!”

Estiver was shaking his head. “From the beginning, please!”

So they told him about the Honeytail, the loss of the Fang, and the mad plan to cut two ships out of Malabar harbor. Anaroo had already disappeared somewhere, but Gus Creevy was still at the table, and he contributed lively additions to the narrative.

Estiver and Zael both exclaimed when the jager captain was revealed to be Kyros Magner.

“I knew you took it from jagers,” muttered Zael. “I didn’t know it was their king.”

“I don’t think he’s a king exactly,” said Percy. “Elected leader? Warlord? Anyway, he got along with Silas.”

“Doesn’t everyone?” muttered Zael in a voice Percy hoped nobody else could hear.

“We traded him back to his people in exchange for the airship and certain concessions regarding the Small Kingdoms,” finished Silas. “He’s a clever leader in search of talent, and accustomed to getting his way.”

“So he tried to hire you,” said Estiver.

Silas made a see-sawing motion with his hand.

Estiver sat back with a hoot. “He did! Silas, it is dreadfully ironic that you didn’t get to attend the airship academy. You may be the only one of our friends still flying.”

Silas did not respond to this. Percy could tell that the focus on his achievements was making him uncomfortable. “Estiver,” said Percy, “you haven’t yet told us the details of your own escape.” He hesitated. “If it’s not too unpleasant to talk about.”

Estiver refilled his wine glass. “Well, the sack of Port Caraway was fairly heartbreaking, as you can imagine. The journey here was mostly hungry, grueling, and fraught with uncertainty, but it had a few high points. There was a chase that makes a good story.”

“Please tell us,” said Silas.

So Estiver talked and they all listened as the game continued. Afterwards, someone wanted to hear Zael’s story again, so he told it with—Percy noted—even more embellishments than at dinner. Anaroo whisked in to collect Ama, but did not sit down to play.

The music of fiddles drifted from the main deck, along with the thump of dancing feet. People continued to wander in and out, drinking and laughing. They watched, or they played until they lost. The people in the chairs kept changing, and then the chairs started to empty. Drunken singing issued from the main deck. The time had to be close to midnight.

Percy could tell that Zael was more than ready for him to come to bed. The actor had long ago lost his own place in the card game, and he’d been drifting in and out, trailing small groups of admirers. However, he’d finally taken a seat a couple of chairs further down the table and allowed his audience to disperse. Percy could sense the hint of building annoyance.

I should excuse myself. It was just that he and Silas were jockeying for the highest score, both of them pretending not to notice. Silas had the lead, but only by a few points—not enough to declare victory. As soon as he actually wins, I’ll go to bed, thought Percy.

Estiver and one of the fauns from the Defiance were the only other players still in the game, although a number of people were sitting around watching, and one intoxicated grishnard sailor was snoring softly from a chair at the far end of the table.

Both Silas and Percy were going easy on Estiver, who had had too much drink for his starved constitution and was beginning to ramble. “Silas, I know you’re very smart, but how in gods’ great seas did you pass a statics exam without going to school? It’s not the sort of thing you learn as a foremast sailor, no matter how clever you are.”

Percy’s eyes flicked up from his cards. He had no intention of explaining this unless Silas wanted to.

Silas rearranged his hand without looking at anyone. “Percy sent me all his homework. I worked through the equations and had the ship’s engineer check them.”

Estiver leaned back with a sigh. “Ah! That explains it!” He blinked at them. “That must have happened a lot.”

“I went to school vicariously,” agreed Silas. He tossed down a card, and Percy did a double take. Silas had the bid and should have been bleeding trump from his opponents. He’d done that, but Percy still had one more trump and Silas had switched to his offsuit. Did he lose count?

Impossible. Silas Ackleby had never in his life lost count of his trump. Percy stared at him, but Silas just kept looking at his own cards with a bored expression.

He’s throwing me the game, Percy realized.

Percy could win this hand by a landslide, thereby accumulating enough of a lead to declare victory. He could breeze off to bed with Zael, basking in congratulations over the smashing success of his party. And only he and Silas would know that Silas had let him win.

Bugger that.

Percy flung his trump down on the next trick, glaring. It was not a good strategic use of the advantage Silas had given him. Confused murmurs ran around the room from the people who had been paying attention. “Do not fucking toy with me, Silas,” snapped Percy.

Silas rolled his eyes. Half under his breath, he muttered, “Well, if you wouldn’t make it so easy...”

“I’ll show you easy,” growled Percy and proceeded to win the hand. Not by much, and not enough to win the game, but he definitely made Silas regret throwing him that trick.

Percy was determined to take the lead on the next hand no matter what cards he was holding. As it happened, he was holding pretty good ones. “Two Seventy,” he said, starting the bid high.

“You know I shouldn’t even be in this game anymore,” said Estiver. “Pass.”

“Three hundred,” snapped Silas, who had clearly not enjoyed losing, his self-sabotage notwithstanding.

The faun shook her head. “I’m out.”

“Three twenty,” said Percy. It was an insanely high bid, and he would certainly lose when Silas dumped it on him.

“Three fifty,” said Silas. He was looking directly into Percy’s eyes now.

Percy smiled sweetly at him. “You really hate losing, don’t you?”

“I do it so infrequently, I hardly know.”

“Three eighty.”

“Four hundred.”

Percy slid the poke cards across the table to Silas. “You did this the day we met.”

“Yes, and I won then, too.”

“But we were playing partners. You think you can do it without me?”

“I suppose we’ll see.”

They played. Really played. Percy and Silas both stopped talking. You couldn’t tell stories while counting all four suits of cards and doing odds ratios in your head. Estiver watched them blearily. “I know you two always competed,” he muttered. “But...Percy was the only one in our group who could even keep up with you, Silas. I’m glad you’re friends again. I always sort of thought you’d end up on the same ship. Don’t know why I thought that. Can’t have two captains on the same ship. You just always seemed so happy around each other.”

“Est, pay attention,” snapped Percy. He took a trick. There were no points in it, but now he had the lead.

Silas scowled at his cards.

“Am I making you work, my dear?” murmured Percy.

“You always do.” Silas regained the lead, but only by sacrificing his last trump. You’re going to be in an offsuit for your final trick, Silas. Have you counted them perfectly?

It was a very interesting game. Everyone in the room was paying attention. Not only would the last trick be an offsuit. It would be a low card—the kind of card that most players did not—could not—keep track of.

Percy managed to grab the lead one more time before the final trick and dropped his last card onto the table—a black four. An instant later, Silas’s black five landed triumphantly beside it.

The whole room let out its collective breath, and there was a round of clapping and exclamations. “Now that is how professionals play,” said someone over Percy’s head. A hand pounded him on the back. “Dear gods, you made him work for that, Master Bellwater! What a game!”

Percy got up and looked for Zael. He was still sitting a couple of chairs away. He raised one eyebrow, and Percy nodded. Yes, we can go now. He looked back across the table and caught Silas’s gaze. He smiled and gave Percy a two-fingered salute. At the same time, with his other hand, he performed a perfect bridge and riffle.

Percy laughed. He didn’t feel as though he’d lost. He felt light as a feather. Goodnight, Silas.
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Chapter 32. A Conversation by Starlight
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Anaroo hurried into the bedroom she shared with Silas, trying not to wake Ama. The baby had begun to sleep through the nights lately, and with any luck she would not stir until dawn. There were no lamps lit, but the curtain to the balcony was open, and the starlight shining through the round glass window was just enough to allow Anaroo to navigate to the cradle and nestle her daughter into the blankets. The baby stretched once, chubby arms over her head, back arching, her tail and tiny paws curling. It was a cat-like gesture that Anaroo still found disconcerting. Then Ama curled inward, sucking two fingers, and drifted off again. Thank you, Percy.

Anaroo stood watching for a long moment. Ama’s stripes were becoming more pronounced. She would have zed hair, too. But those paws... Ah, well. Paws will get you a long way in some parts of Wefrivain. Softly, Anaroo murmured, “I believe you enjoyed your first card game, little one. Pace yourself. There will be so many more.”

She stood up from the cradle and froze. A person sat perched on the balcony rail, visible through the window of the door. Anaroo’s instincts took over, and she crossed the room with silent speed. She snatched her bow and a handful of arrows from under the edge of the bed. Silas was always trying to get her to keep them in the closet, but she’d slept with a weapon within reach most of her life, and some habits would not die.

Anaroo crept up to the door and had a good look out the window. A shelt in a black cloak was sitting on the railing. The intruder shouldn’t be able to see her without light on this side of the glass, but they were looking directly at the door.

Anaroo’s first thought was that one of the party guests was a thief or a spy. The inner door had been locked, but the balcony door probably wasn’t. This person could have arrived on a pegasus or griffin, intending to leave the same way. Anaroo tried the handle. Unlocked.

She pushed the door open and stepped out in one smooth movement, bow raised, arrow on the string. “No sudden movements, hands where I can see them. Who are you?”

The stranger gave a tiny jerk of surprise, but didn’t otherwise react. Their build seemed too small for a grishnard or zed, probably a shavier faun. Anaroo could just make out the glint of eyes within the hood of the cloak. “Don’t be afraid.” The voice was female.

“I’m not afraid,” snapped Anaroo. “You should be. Who are you and what are you doing outside my bedroom?”

The stranger pushed her hood back, revealing short, red hair. Her face was not familiar. “You can call me Ace.”

Anaroo was taken aback. Slowly, she lowered her bow. “You’re the one with the museum.”

Andromache nodded, watching her face.

“My friend Gwain was hoping you’d come to the party this evening.”

The hint of a smile. “I know.”

“Why didn’t you? Why are you on the balcony outside my godsdamned bedroom?”

Andromache cocked her head—a birdlike gesture. She still didn’t answer the question. “You’re in strange company for a zed.”

“You’re in a strange place for a person who doesn’t want to get shot.”

Andromache laughed—an infectious chuckle that made Anaroo want to smile back. After a moment, Andromache said, “One of the pegasus told me which balcony was yours. I wanted to speak to you; that’s all.”

“To me?” Anaroo was even more lost. “You came here looking specifically for me?”

“Why not?”

“Because...” Because this is Silas’s cabin, and he’s the captain. Nobody comes looking for me. Except another zed or... She thought about it. Another faun.

“Are you in some kind of trouble?”

Andromache considered. “I am trying to help someone,” she said at last. “And I think your friend Gwain might be of assistance, but I don’t know whether I can trust him.”

“Ah.” This is more and more interesting. Anaroo hesitated. “Would you like to come inside?”

Andromache shook her head. “I’d rather talk out here if it’s alright with you.”

Anaroo frowned. You are an odd one. Aloud, she said, “Gwain was terribly excited to show you his specimens. He doesn’t meet many people who truly share his interests. But he did receive some bad news this evening, so perhaps it’s just as well you didn’t come to the party.”

Andromache hesitated. “What kind of news?”

“His father is probably dead.”

A long silence. “And was he...upset about that?”

“Very.”

Andromache slid off the rail and stood leaning against it. She was a head shorter than Anaroo, about Gwain’s height and she moved with a feral grace. After a moment, she said, “You’re a zed, and you’re here with grishnards and shavier and griffins and...” She chuckled again. “Even lemurs. In the Sunkissed Isles, our communities are somewhat separate and not always in agreement, but that’s mild compared to Wefrivain. In Wefrivain, shelts and animals eat each other.”

Anaroo nodded, watching Andromache’s face. She was beginning to understand why a faun from the Sunkissed Isles might not leap at the chance to befriend a faun from Wefrivain, particularly if she knew he was half-grishnard. Anaroo was a little ashamed that she hadn’t considered this earlier. “We are an unusual group,” she allowed. “If you’re asking me whether I am a prisoner, whether I have a choice about being here...I can assure you that I am here only because I want to be. This is a family ship.” It will be. Once Silas figures out what he wants.

Andromache looked at her skeptically. “Family?”

Anaroo sat down cross-legged on the balcony floor. After a moment, Andromache copied her, still sitting against the rail. Anaroo had the strangest notion that she was trying to tame a wild animal. “I grew up on Maijha Minor with Gwain. Our mothers were friends, but his mother died when he was six, and the king, his father, took him off to the palace.”

Ace did not look surprised. She already knows some of this.

Anaroo talked about the strange situation of the fauns of Maijha Minor. It was hard to explain in a few words, but she did her best. She talked about sailing aboard Gwain’s pirate ship, being captured by the Temple Sea Watch.

Andromache did not interrupt. Again, Anaroo had the notion that she already knew some of the story, but wanted Anaroo’s perspective.

Anaroo talked about Silas and the Albatross and Ama and the Cormorant and the home she’d made here. She even mentioned Percy. “I always had two or three mates during my family years. I don’t understand why that concept is so difficult for grishnards, but they’re really tying themselves in knots about it.”

“And you trust them?” said Andromache. “These panauns? These men?”

Anaroo shrugged. “I trust them to be themselves. And I like who they are. Mostly. I trust them to tell me the truth. They need a bit of course correction from time to time, but don’t we all?”

Andromache smiled. “I forgot. Zed women are usually in charge.”

“I have always had a weakness for brilliant, impractical men,” said Anaroo. “You really can’t make them do anything. Just keep them from killing themselves while they try.”

Andromache smiled back. She looked as though she might say something unguarded for a moment and then thought better of it.

“You really should give Gwain a chance,” continued Anaroo. “I think you would be friends.”

Andromache did not respond to this directly. “You’ve helped me understand some things. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, but I could help more if I understood your problem.”

Andromache nodded. “I think I will tell you. But later.” She seemed lost in thought.

At that moment, Anaroo heard noises from inside the ship. “That will be Silas coming in. Would you like to meet him? We could put you up for the night. We’ve got spare hammocks, maybe even a spare guest cabin. It’s no trouble.”

Andromache looked noncommittal.

Anaroo held up a finger. “One moment.” She whisked indoors.

Silas had, indeed, crept into the suite. He hadn’t lit any lamps and was in the act of peeking over the edge of Ama’s cradle. “Silas,” whispered Anaroo.

He repressed a flinch.

“Sorry to startle you, but there’s someone out here I think you should meet.”

Silas’s ears were hanging a little low as he turned to face her. He looked wrung out. This might not be an ideal time, but...

Anaroo made a motion with her head. “Just come here a moment.” She stepped onto the balcony and was astonished to find it empty.

Anaroo went to the edge and looked down. Nothing but starlit water far below. She was disappointed and a little unnerved. Aloud, she said, “A pegasus must have come for her.” A very fast...very quiet pegasus...

“Who was it?” asked Silas from the door.

“Andromache. Gwain’s mysterious museum lady.”

“Ah.” He stood looking around for a moment, but there was nothing to see, and he soon went back inside.

Anaroo remained on the balcony a bit longer, looking in vain for any trace of Andromache or the animal that had spirited her away. Finally, she scooped up her bow and went in.

Silas was sitting on his side of the bed, facing away from her, with his head in his hands. He hadn’t undressed. Anaroo sighed. Brilliant, impractical men...

She came around and crouched down in front of him. “Silas...”

He looked up as though surprised to find her there.

Anaroo started unbuttoning his shirt. After a moment, he stood up and finished undressing himself. He crawled into bed like a rabbit going to ground. Anaroo left her own clothes on the floor and joined him. She curled up behind him and wrapped her arms around his chest, tangled their legs together. “Did you ruin Percy’s evening?”

A long pause. “I hope not.”

Anaroo smiled. “Do you truly hope not?”

Silas made a little growl and curled like Ama in her cradle. Anaroo curled with him. “I think I might be a very bad person,” he muttered.

“I think everybody is sometimes.”

“I should have had a conversation with him when you told me to.”

“You think it’s too late?”

“I don’t know.”
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Chapter 33. Self-Respect
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Percy was feeling so pleasantly light and warm that they were halfway to his rooms before he realized that Zael hadn’t said anything. Which was unprecedented.

“Zael?”

“Hmm?”

“Are you alright?”

Zael laughed.

Percy couldn’t quite read his tone. They were navigating catwalks and stairs by the light of a single lantern. Percy decided to wait until they could look each other in the face to say anything else. They reached the hold at last and Percy’s room with the beautiful carvings of cranes over the lintel.

He led the way inside and then went around turning up a few lamps. The glass floor looked black and soft as velvet with nothing shining in the sea below. The glass wall above it glinted with stars. The carved wood and lush fabrics glowed in the low light, cozy and intimate.

Percy turned to look at Zael. “I know I stayed too long at the card game. I’m sorry. But I think you’ll agree the party was overall a success.”

Zael smiled—a longsuffering look that Percy didn’t quite like. “Well, I see why you can’t get away from him.”

“The card game—” began Percy.

Zael rolled his eyes. “That was not a card game, Percy; that was a fucking slow-dance.”

Percy stared at him. “You mean because Silas was showing off at the end? He only did it because he knows I like it and he wanted me to have a good evening.”

Zael shook his head. He roamed aimlessly around the room. “You are so aware of him. You know where he is every moment. You’re far more aware of him than you are of me.”

The sense of euphoria that had carried Percy down the stairs faded, replaced by a rising tide of resentment. “Gods, Zael, are you jealous? I don’t think I’ve ever seen that before.”

Zael continued as though he hadn’t heard him. “The thing you don’t see—because you’ve never properly valued yourself—is that he is just as aware of you.”

“Oh for gods’ sakes,” growled Percy. “It was a fucking card game!”

“In which he flirted with you for the better part of a watch, even though he knows you are trying desperately to get over him!”

“He was not flirting with me!”

“Percy, are you blind?”

“I—”

Zael held up his hand. “No, of course you are. Because he did the same thing to you for years while you were in school.”

Percy was becoming angry. “Silas was not flirting. But even if he was, surely you’re not about to tell me that I’m your one and only—at this moment or at any other. I saw Ethen on the stage. Are you two on or off right now? From the way he was looking at you, I’d guess on.”

Zael regarded Percy coolly. “I would not dream to police who you sleep with, Percy, but I don’t like getting mixed up with people who are in poisonous relationships with others who seek to control them.”

“I am not—!”

“Percy! He is doing the exact same thing to you now that he did when you were in school! How many people in Wefrivain have the expertise that you can provide in that gearbox?”

Percy said nothing.

Zael answered his own question. “Less than a hundred, and who knows how many of them are dead. Percy, he has manipulated your affections to get what he wants since you were both teenagers!”

Percy leaned against his desk. He wished it wasn’t so late, that he hadn’t drunk so much, that his head was clearer. “That is not what is happening here—”

“Isn’t it? I can tell you that Silas doesn’t like me one bit, and not because I pushed him a little over dinner. He does not want you to get away, Percy, and it’s easy to see why. In addition to donating your considerable talents to his airship, you are providing him with free childcare, and now that your family fortune is at your fingertips—”

Percy stood up straight. “Now hold on a moment,” he spat. “Silas is not interested in my money.” Gods, if only. “He has always been absolutely dead-set on making his own way. You, on the other hand, have chosen a very opportune time to show back up in my life!”

Don’t, whispered a voice in Percy’s head. Don’t have this conversation in the small hours of the morning after you’ve been drinking. But his mouth kept moving, “Would you be so excited to see me if my fortune wasn’t intact, Zael? Would you have even taken the trouble to fly out to the ship?”

Zael didn’t flinch or scowl. His patient look was almost more infuriating. “I make no secret of the fact that my art requires patronage, but I have never and will never sleep with someone simply for money. I like you, Percy, but I’ll tell you plainly: Silas was part of the reason we ended the first time. I thought you were over him, but you aren’t.”

Percy rolled his eyes. “We ended for lots of reasons, Zael. You wanted to stay in one place and perform during the shipping season. I wanted to discuss my then-obsession with detachable decks endlessly, which you found tedious.”

“All true,” said Zael. “I do not share all your interests. But I most especially do not share your interest in a person who is abusing your affections. This is actually worse than when the two of you were fighting. He’s getting everything he wants while preventing you from ever forming a lasting bond with someone who actually wants to touch you!”

Percy shut his eyes, opened them again. He wanted to say something about the leon issue, but that felt like a betrayal of Silas...even though it wasn’t really a secret anymore. Percy chose his words carefully, “When he and I met, I was the son of a wealthy shipping magnate with royal aspirations, and Silas was a foremast airship sailor, sleeping in the woods when he ran out of money during the off-season. I had so much more power than he did in our friendship... I can see why he didn’t feel like it was safe to firmly reject me.”

“And how about now?” asked Zael, relentless.

“Now he has made his wishes clear!”

“Yes, it was very clear that he wishes to have your undivided attention.”

“You don’t understand—”

“If you say that I don’t know him like you do, I think I will scream.”

“You don’t!”

“Percy! When we were together, I don’t remember you having any special fondness for babies! Why are you leaping up from dinner to go change nappies for someone else’s child?”

“Because—” Percy took a deep breath.

“Because she’s his,” finished Zael, “and because he rewards you with teeny, tiny nuggets of affection.”

To Percy’s dismay, he felt his eyes begin to sting. “No. I mean...yes, I do love her because she’s his, but she came at a time when I was still learning how to live with only one hand, and feeling useless. Having a little creature who needed me...it helped. I’d been smoking poppy every day during the recovery. When I was coming off it, I couldn’t sleep, and she couldn’t either unless someone was holding her, so I’d walk with her all night...”

Zael was looking at him with more pity than anger and somehow it just made the prickling worse. This was supposed to be a night of mindless fucking. That’s all I’m good for right now. Why are you making me talk about this, Zael? Percy rubbed at his face.

Zael’s voice came out low and soft. “Percy, you have two perfectly good children of your own. Let’s get on your ship, and go find them.”

Before he thought about it, Percy blurted, “I don’t deserve them!”

Zael threw up his hands. “Oh for fuck’s sake.”

But the words had started, and now they would not stop. “When my children were Ama’s age, I wanted to see them desperately, and at the same time, I was doing everything in my power to illustrate to their mother that I was not a fit father. I was drinking too much, gambling too much, taking drugs, parading my boyfriends around every port—”

“Are you honestly going to tell me this is my fault?”

“No! It’s mine! I have blamed everyone else for my failures for years, and I may still be a fool, but in this one way, I feel I have grown up just a little. I have not met my children because of things I did. Not Silas, not you, not Melwa. Me.”

“Percy, you can meet them now.”

Percy crossed his arms. “I can show up and demand to meet them, you mean. Because I have money and their mother is desperate.”

“You can frame it however you like! None of that changes what Silas is doing to you here.”

Percy shook his head. I am happy here. I was happy every winter for four years even though Silas and I weren’t sleeping together. It was enough then. Maybe it’s enough now.

“He could actually give you what you want,” murmured Zael. “I don’t think it’s as far outside his nature as you suppose, and his wife has already given her blessing. But Silas would rather keep having you in love with him without needing to do anything that makes him even slightly uncomfortable. You could ask for what you want. He might surprise you. But if you keep giving him everything without reservation, he’s going to keep taking it. For gods’ sakes, Percy, have some self-respect!”

“I do not want Silas to sleep with me in order to keep me in the gearbox,” snapped Percy. The idea was so absurd that it brought a spasm of laughter, even though he still felt that damnable prickling at the corners of his eyes. “I remember another reason we ended: your arrogant tendency to believe that you understand people better than they understand themselves.”

“I’m a student of people and their behavior,” said Zael. “Telling stories is my job, and stories are about people.”

“Silas’s story is a lot more complicated than you’re making it.”

“I’m sure you’re right. But I’m your friend, Percy, so I’m on your side.” Half under his breath, Zael muttered, “Someone needs to be.”

“Silas lost his airship saving the Anemone,” said Percy stubbornly. “The Cormorant is a legend and a work of art, but he’ll never love her the way he loved the Albatross. You’ve only got to see the way he treats her last little lifeboat to know that. He traded that ship for my life, and he’s not sorry.”

“I’m not saying he doesn’t care about you,” said Zael. “I’m not saying he doesn’t love you. I think your father loved you, too, although he had a dreadful way of showing it. Love isn’t always enough.”

“It is right now.”

Zael stepped away from him. “Alright. Fine. But I don’t want to be in the middle of...” He waved a hand to indicate complexity. “Whatever the two of you have going on here. If you manage to extricate yourself, you know where to find me.”

Percy was still leaning against the desk, staring at the floor. He did not move or look up as Zael crossed the room and left the cabin. Percy almost wished he would slam the door, raise his voice, but he didn’t. Zael left whisper-soft, and Percy remained staring across his beautiful cabin, through the intimate pools of lamplight—the perfect place for a romantic evening.

Percy changed into his nightshirt, but in addition to being alone, he now felt damnably awake. He considered going for a walk around the ship, but showing people that he wasn’t having a night of debauchery with Zael felt like adding insult to injury. After pacing the room for a time, Percy opened the cabinet where he’d been keeping his cello. He’d had some vague idea of teaching Cobalt to play, but so far, Cobalt seemed fairly overwhelmed with nautical geometry and his new role as Percy’s steward and valet.

Percy took the glossy instrument carefully from its case and sat down on the chaise longue with the cello across his knees. He tried plucking an old lullaby. If he kept his hand on the neck, he could hold down strings with two or three fingers and pluck with another. Percy supposed it must look inelegant, but the sound was pleasant enough, and he’d missed making music.

He sat there for a long time, picking out tunes, experimenting with different ways to hold the instrument. Snatches of the evening ran through his head, along with memories jostled loose by all the storytelling. Silas had gotten him to study for the static physics exam by sitting down on Percy’s bed among all his books. Percy had left that part out when he told the story over dinner. He could still see Silas’s dark eyes looking up at him from his bed. “Come here, Percy.”

They’d fallen asleep among the airship textbooks, curled together like kittens in a nest. Come fall asleep against my shoulder studying, Percy. Come teach me to dance, Percy. Come be my card partner all over town, Percy. Write me letters all summer, Percy. Send me your homework and your notes.

Come be my engineer, Percy.

Percy shut his eyes. “Have some self-respect, Percy.” He choked on a laugh. I don’t think I know how. He was finding a rhythm with the plucking. Maybe Ama would like it. He sat there, composing a lullaby for Silas’s baby, staring into the velvet blackness of the glass floor, until the stars began to fade overhead.
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Chapter 34. Back in the Dunes
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Gerard came to himself beside a fire among sand dunes. Silveo lay sprawled naked across his chest and stomach, and Thessalyn’s head lay against his opposite shoulder. In the dream, he did not think this was strange. Her bare breast pressed deliciously against his ribs. The smell of her hair was achingly familiar.

Thess was stroking the dense fur of Silveo’s flank, then down into his tail as though through harp strings. “You are so soft,” she whispered, “like feathers.”

Silveo snickered. “I usually get compliments for my eyes, but I’ll take texture.”

Gerard pulled Thess’s face to his and kissed her. He’d forgotten what that felt like—how she smiled against his mouth before really leaning into the kiss, how she liked to thread her fingers through his hair.

She let out a gasp and Gerard opened his eyes to see that Silveo was running his hands up and down her body, fondling her nipples, leaning in to kiss them. Gerard nuzzled under her throat, one hand sliding down her spine. He felt the heat and tension of her body, the way her throat moved as she swallowed. “It’s been so long...” she breathed. “I missed you.”

“I missed you so much I could hardly stand it,” whispered Gerard. He was afraid to really think about what was happening, afraid to do anything that might stop the dream.

“I’m afraid I’ll ruin your memories,” said Thess.

“You couldn’t,” said Gerard. “You could never ruin anything.”

Silveo scooted all the way on top of Gerard and under Thess, so that his body was pressed between their stomachs, his downy fur whisper-soft against their skin. Thess giggled. “Silveo, I knew you’d end up here.”

“You had me figured out from the moment you ‘saw’ me.” He buried his face between her breasts, wrapped his legs around her waist, but he wasn’t really grinding against her, just trying to get close.

Gerard’s hands wandered frantically over both of them. He thought his heart would explode from sweetness. He was terribly afraid he would wake up.

“We’re in the sand dunes in the Lawless Lands, aren’t we?” breathed Silveo. “This is where Gerard finally let me take his clothes off for the first time.”

“Oh, you did more than take my clothes off.”

“You kissed me on the mouth,” said Silveo, “when I didn’t have a tongue, when I could hardly bear to open my mouth where anyone could see.”

“I was there,” said Thess in a far-away voice. “I was there and I wasn’t. I’m here now...and I’m not.”

“Please don’t say that,” said Gerard. “Please be here.” He kissed her deeply, and they stopped talking, shifting over and around each other, touching, touching, touching.

At last, Silveo purred, “Well, I have a tongue this time, and I want to do something I don’t do very often. Will you let me, Thess?”

“Anything,” murmured Thess.

He shifted over on top of her, and Thess let herself settle onto her back beside Gerard. Silveo slid down to bury his face between her legs.

Thess threw her head back, pale eyes wide, pink lips parted, golden hair pooling around her shoulders. “Oh!”

Gerard took her in his arms and covered her mouth. Her kisses were delightfully frantic, her breathing quick against his ear as he pulled away to kiss her jaw and shoulders, her breasts. She whimpered and arched, Silveo making little pleased noises as she started to babble inarticulately. “Oh, Gerard, I tried... I did. I am trying...to find some other way, to leave you alone, but I’m just...trapped here, and it’s lonely and I...missed you. Silveo, that’s so good. That’s so...so...good. Oh, gods. You’re both very sweet. I’m not sure I can hold this together if you... Silveo, I’m the one making the dream. You’re making it so hard to think... I can’t...”

And then the world exploded in soft light.

Gerard opened his eyes. Their cabin. In bed. Morning light around the curtains.

He was blindingly aroused.

Silveo was in his arms, staring at him. His cock was hard as a rock against Gerard’s stomach. His eyes were so dilated that Gerard could hardly see any blue. Gerard opened his mouth to say something, and Silveo kissed him. First things first.
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Chapter 35. Coffee and Gears

[image: image]


Silas woke late, feeling irritable and hung over. Anaroo had already gone out, presumably with Ama. Or perhaps Percy had taken Ama. Silas ran a hand over his face. I have got to talk to him.

But if he knew Percy at all, he wasn’t out of bed yet. Especially if he’d spent the night with Zael. Did he? Silas knew perfectly well that Percy had enjoyed the conclusion of their card game. But the look on Zael’s face had made him suspect that what came afterward had not been as pleasant as Percy expected, certainly not as pleasant as he deserved after orchestrating such an event. The party had endeared the ship’s company to each other and to her officers. It would retain their trust and goodwill for some time to come. Silas never could have pulled off such an event on his own, but it would be seen as his personal gift to the crew. I’ve got to thank him for that.

He wandered down to the officers’ mess, where he found Gus alone, just finishing up his breakfast. “Coffee, Skipper?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Everything alright, Skipper?”

Silas sat down. He tried to dredge up what he should be thinking about. “We need to find a proper mooring for the ship. The weather’s been wonderfully mild, but they do get squalls here. If we stay through the winter, we definitely need a mooring.”

Gus sipped his own coffee. He offered Silas a boiled egg and toast, which Silas accepted automatically. “I have asked around town, but they don’t get airships out here, as you know, so they’re not quite sure what to tell me. We could come right up against the cliff and get some leeward protection. The winds blow mostly from the east.”

Silas frowned. “We’d be sheltered during normal weather, but potentially battered against the cliff in a squall.”

Gus nodded. “I’ve heard one other idea, but I’m not sure you’ll like it any better.”

Silas raised his eyes over his cup. “What’s that?”

“The cone of the volcano is quite sheltered. It’s a maze of rock fins up there, nearly always hidden in clouds. Shelts couldn’t tell me much, and the animals didn’t want to talk about it. The high jungle isn’t a place for shelts, they say. But the volcano hasn’t been active in living memory, and the cone is protected on all sides near the top.”

Silas considered this. “Seems inconvenient. Could we even drop the cargo cage?”

“No idea, Skipper. I agree it’s not a good solution. It’s just the only thing I’ve found so far.”

“We should send scouts to check the surrounding islands.”

“I’ll do that.”

“Thank you.” Silas hesitated. “And...thank you for maintaining the daily operations of the ship while I’ve been working on the Honeytail. I know I’ve been a little absent since we got into Whileaway.”

Gus smiled. “It’s my job, Skipper.”

Silas smiled into his coffee. His mood had fractionally improved.

“If you would like my thoughts on anything of a more personal nature—” began Gus, but Silas stood up, pocketing his egg, and consuming his toast in two bites. He took his coffee and headed for the door.

“Thank you, but I must be going.”

Gus called after him. “Would you like a mug for him, too?”

Silas stopped in the doorway, eyes screwed shut. Why does everyone seem to know my business these days? Anaroo’s words: “This will be a family ship.”

Hells, no.

But he turned back, scowling. “I...might have a use for a second cup.”

Moments later, he was padding down the catwalks, taking his time. Percy was not in his cabin. Cobalt was in the adjoining quarters, poring over equations, which Percy had apparently assigned him as homework. “He went to the gearbox, sir. There’s some bit of math he keeps trying to solve.”

Silas found Percy at last in the open space at the back of the gearbox, surrounded by a dismantled drivetrain and pages of blueprints, drawings, and scribbled equations. He’d opened the round windows in the top outer wall of the box to let in air and muted sunlight that glowed on the brass walls and fittings.

Percy was concentrating so fiercely that he didn’t hear Silas come in. Silas stood still for a moment, watching him. Percy had seated himself on the narrow bench that ran along the outer wall of the box, a paper in his hand, and a pencil clutched between his teeth. Percy’s idea of work clothes involved a tailored blue waistcoat and trousers that had definitely been fitted by a professional, but he hadn’t spared them from use. His white shirt was grease-stained, sleeves rolled up in the warm, still air. He hadn’t tried to cover the stump of his left arm, which Silas supposed was progress. His fine, blond hair was coming out of its ribbon in loops. Silas had a vivid memory of Percy crouched on the floor of his winter cottage among his books in much the same attitude—the cottage where Silas had always been welcome, always greeted with a smile and food and friends that he didn’t have to make himself, because Percy had thrown them into his lap.

He was truly focused on whatever he was doing. Silas remembered, guiltily, that Percy had mentioned his unsolvable equation several times, but since it was a purely theoretical problem and also had nothing to do with the Honeytail, Silas hadn’t paid much attention. Also, I doubt he’ll actually appreciate it when I point out whatever he’s gotten wrong in his math.

“Percy?”

He looked up.

Silas held out the second mug of coffee like a shield.

Percy got slowly to his feet, walked over, and took the mug. “Thank you. I’m...uh...still trying to solve this wretched problem with the lift ratios. I know you’ll say it’s daft, but the ship shouldn’t fly.” He shook his head before Silas could speak. “I know, I know, I’ve just made a mistake somewhere. She obviously does fly, so don’t worry about it.”

There was a long silence while Percy sipped his coffee.

Silas cleared his throat. “Did I...ruin your evening, Percy?”

Percy’s eyes strayed to the ceiling. He didn’t pretend not to know what Silas was talking about. “I decided some time ago to stop blaming you for my problems, Silas. It’s quite freeing.”

Silas grimaced. When Percy didn’t continue, he said, “I know it may not seem like it, but I truly wanted you to have a good time last night.”

Percy smiled. “Oh, I know.” His smile turned to mock outrage, “But if you ever insult me again by trying to throw a game like that—!”

Silas laughed. He clutched his own mug with both hands. “I didn’t mean to insult you. I just...thought you might want to be done with the game.”

Percy went still.

Silas wished he could snatch the sentence back and rephrase it. He wanted poppy. He wanted alcohol. He wanted anything that would make the world less sharp.

Percy’s smile had a painful edge. “Are we ever truly done with the game, Silas?”

I am never going to find the right moment to say this, so I should just spit it out. “Percy, Anaroo wants you to come for dinner. She said that you are welcome to stay the night.”

Percy turned to look at him. A long beat. “Anaroo...”

Silas shut his eyes. “I would like you to come for the evening.” He forced himself to look Percy in the face. “Please.”

“Dear gods,” muttered Percy. “Zael was right.”

Silas had momentarily forgotten about Zael. “If he’s here...if you want to go away with him...”

“He’s not, and I don’t,” snapped Percy. “He left last night. He said... Oh, he said a lot of things.” Percy’s shoulders hunched as he turned away. He crossed the gearbox to set his mug on a stool. “You don’t have to sleep with me to keep me here, Silas. You’re not about to lose your engineer or your babysitter. Stop worrying about it.”

“What did he say?” asked Silas in a small voice.

Percy sighed without turning around. “That you enjoy my affections without returning them, that you are taking advantage of my feelings, that you’re going to prevent me from finding anyone who actually wants to touch me.”

Silas had a visceral urge to run out and find some poppy. Then, surely he would know what to say to this. “Percy, I don’t... I am not trying to toy with you.”

Percy gave a quick, sharp laugh. “Oh, but I do make it so easy, don’t I?”

Silas searched desperately for a retort. Something clever from last night that would break the tension and bring them back to familiar waters.

Percy turned around. “Silas, it’s not true. Zael met me during the time when I was most hurt and angry with you. He listened to a lot of wounded ranting. He thinks the worst of you, but that’s my fault. Gods, stop looking at me like that. I don’t want your pity. I won’t be alone forever. I’m just not ready yet. I thought I was, but I wasn’t. I don’t blame you.” He rubbed absently at his left elbow just above his stump. “I’m happy here right now. I feel useful. When I’m actually ready, I’ll find someone—”

“I don’t want you to!”

Percy froze.

Silas took a deep breath. “Zael...has a point. It has always been so easy to get your attention whenever I wanted it, that I—”

“You’re not in love with me,” interrupted Percy quietly. “You said so.”

Silas took a deep breath. “Percy, I took drugs for twenty years to forget about you. It is extremely hypocritical of me to say I don’t love you.”

Percy was shaking his head as though to clear it. “No. No, no, no, you took drugs for twenty years to forget about a lot of things—”

“I did,” agreed Silas, “but mostly you.”

Silence. Silas realized he was holding his mug in a white-knuckled grip. Percy stepped forward suddenly and put an arm around him. To his embarrassment, Silas realized he was shaking. Percy’s voice was far too kind, “Am I making you work, my dear?”

“You are making me work so hard,” muttered Silas.

“Sit down,” said Percy.

Silas didn’t argue.

When they were seated on the bench, staring straight ahead and definitely not at each other, Percy said, hesitantly, “Did you...like what we did together?”

“I didn’t hate it.”

Percy burst out laughing, the sound magnified in the echoing gearbox.

Silas wanted to sink through the floor. He spoke desperately at a seam of the metal housing. “Percy, until this past year, I have never in my life tried to have these conversations stone sober. I am so very, very bad at talking about this.”

Percy stopped laughing, a smile still in his voice. “Silas Ackleby is bad at something?”

“Terrible,” whispered Silas.

“‘I didn’t hate it’ is definitely the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me.”

“Please forget I said that.”

“Did you like what we did?”

“I...I feel like that’s what we should have done the night I won the Albatross.” And last night. It’s definitely what we should have done last night.

But Percy was not tripping over himself to accept the offer of an evening in the captain’s cabin, and Silas had a sinking feeling that he’d left this too long. If I’d asked him right after we slept together...or that winter...or even early in the spring, he’d have been in our cabin within the watch, but now he’s convinced that I’m done with him. I botched this twenty years ago, and apparently I don’t learn from my mistakes. At least this time we’ll still be friends afterward. Gods, I hope I haven’t botched that part up, too.

There was a long silence, during which Percy seemed to be weighing his words. “I’ve had a lot of time these last few months to...to think about what happened when we were younger. I see how you were in an impossible position. I see how you felt that you couldn’t trust me with the...the leon thing.”

“But, Percy, I could have,” said Silas. “I should have. It was a risk, but dear gods, you earned it. If anyone deserved the truth from me, it was you. I was just a coward. I thought airships were more important than people; they’re not.”

Percy looked at him out of the corner of one eye. “Do you think we’d be together now if we’d gotten together back then?”

Silas considered.

“I don’t,” said Percy. “I was a mess.”

“I think if I had asked, you would have pulled yourself together.” I think you would have done almost anything. But maybe it’s insulting to say that out loud.

Percy’s voice dropped to a barely audible mutter, “It was not your job to save me, Silas.”

“No, but I wish I had tried. Please come for an evening. Anaroo says you should come, and I trust her judgment.” He hesitated. “If you don’t want to, say ‘no,’ and I will never mention it again. I swear I will be friendlier to your boyfriends. I will not bait you into playing cards all night instead of going to bed.”

Percy gave a crooked smile. “Silas, my wife is the only woman I’ve ever been with, and it was so bad. She despised me, and it was just...bad.” The pain in his voice made Silas’s heart hurt. “Anaroo likes me right now, but if I hurt or offend her, she might not want me to...”

“Percy, no,” said Silas, but Percy kept talking.

“She might not want me to be around Ama, and I...I couldn’t bear it.”

Silas put an arm around his shoulders. “Anaroo is nothing like a Haplagian princess. She’s had more experience with this sort of thing than either of us. She is also extremely forthright. If she says she would like you to come and stay the night, then she means it. She would never punish you for trying.”

Percy still looked far from certain.

“You’re asking me to stretch myself a little,” continued Silas. “I’m asking you to do the same.”

Percy considered. “I suppose that’s fair.” His eyes crinkled. “Perhaps I won’t hate it.”

Silas looked at the ceiling of the gearbox. “You are never going to let me forget I said that.”

“Never.”

“Tonight?”

“Alright.” Percy stood up.

Silas stood with him. He wondered what the protocol was for ending a conversation in which you’d asked your friend of more than two decades to come to bed with you and your wife. “I’ll figure out what time we can get a babysitter?” he hazarded.

“You’re planning to fuck your regular babysitter, so that might be a challenge.”

Silas put a hand to his face. “Can I ask that this not go all over the ship? It’s not that I’m ashamed of you; it’s just that...discipline...if I’m sleeping with one of my officers...”

“Give me a little credit, Silas.”

“I mean, if...if this becomes a regular thing, then we can...”

“Let’s first see whether I can manage to not disappoint a woman, and you can do better than ‘I didn’t hate it’ when I put your cock in my mouth.”

Silas’s ears went warm. “I didn’t mean to imply that...that part wasn’t...”

Percy was smirking at him.

“Damnit, Percy, you are very good at that.”

“I know.”

Silas rolled his eyes. “I still don’t see how I could actually do what you want without hurting you.”

“Then I suppose you will just have to lie back and admit defeat,” said Percy sweetly.

“I am really inclined to turn you over the card table.”

“Do it.” Percy was grinning at him. He leaned close and murmured, “I would get on my knees right now if I thought you’d let me.”

Silas was chagrined to feel a hint of answering heat in his belly. He took Percy’s face in both hands. “We are doing this with Anaroo.”

Percy’s look of confidence departed at once.

Silas hugged him—one arm around his waist, one hand cradling the back of his head. Percy relaxed, their bodies fitting together like puzzle pieces. He smelled like metal and airship grease and half-forgotten youth. “It is so difficult for me to admit to people that they could hurt me,” whispered Silas.

He could feel Percy’s voice as much as hear it. “Doesn’t seem like much of anything hurts you, Silas. Except losing that ship.”

“That’s not true.” Silas stared across the gearbox, at the massive teeth he’d climbed between when he was repairing the steering mechanism during the cutting out. “You could still cut me in half.”

Percy’s arms tightened convulsively. “When you say things like that, I feel like it’s enough. I shouldn’t ask for anything more; it’s greedy. And...and I might ruin it. I have ruined every other thing in my whole life—”

“Trust me.” Silas pulled back to look Percy in the face. “No matter what happens, we will be friends. But you have a right to ask me for more. If anyone has that right, it’s you.” He stepped away. “I’ll...uh...let you know about the babysitter.”
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Chapter 36. Dakar Explains
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Gerard and Silveo found Dakar in the hold of the Cormorant, playing a game with Mouse, Belvedere, Theseus, and Felbane. The game involved wooden sticks and a small ball that they were slapping around the expanse of open floor. The felines were using their paws. There was a great deal of shouting and roaring that echoed in the cavernous space, making them sound like a much larger group.

“Dakar!” shouted Gerard. “We need to talk to you!”

“Come play!” shouted Belvedere.

Silveo shook his head. “We need to talk to Dakar.”

She came towards them, laughing, winded from running, her long black hair falling into her eyes. She looked like a little black foxling child today. “What’s wrong?”

“Let’s take a walk,” said Silveo before Gerard could respond. “This is a private conversation.”

Dakar looked between them, her face growing wary. “I haven’t been shifting...”

“This isn’t about that,” said Gerard.

“Did you find the crooked room? I was going to talk to Captain Ackleby. I just haven’t decided what to tell him—”

“This isn’t about the Cormorant,” said Silveo. “Dakar, just give us a moment alone.”

The other children and animals were listening curiously, and Gerard agreed with Silveo. They did not need an audience right now.

With reluctance, Dakar followed them back up the stairs. The Cormorant was a big airship, and it was a long walk. Dakar had clearly had time for thought as they climbed, because as soon as they emerged onto the middle deck, she turned to them and spoke fiercely, “You found my letter to Isabell Azure, didn’t you?”

Gerard started to say something, but Silveo spoke in his head, “Wait.”

Dakar’s eyes darted between them defiantly. “I love Mouse and Belvedere, but I’m not staying here, and you can’t make me! I’m going back to Azure Bay, because that’s where I belong, and Lady Azure needs me, and the little wyverns need me, and if a big wyvern comes there, I’m the only one who might be able to make peace with it. I said I wanted to be a shelt, but I can’t! I’m not! I have to do wyvern things, because I am a wyvern! I’m sick of pretending to be something else!”

Gerard got down on one knee. “Dakar...I didn’t realize you were feeling this way.”

Dakar looked at him pleadingly. Her voice did not sound like a child’s. “There will be problems that you can’t even imagine yet. Things with...with magic. Without Mother to hold it all together, to smooth it over... You have no idea how much she smoothed over, Gerard. I know she hurt you and a lot of other people, but she was managing all of these pieces... I should go to her temple on Lecklock and see if she wrote anything down, if I could find anything in the catacombs. There will be problems, and I might be the only one who can solve them. I need to go to Azure Bay and talk to the other wyverns. Maybe we could make a home there, and when the time comes, we could help the rest of Wefrivain with the problems that I know are coming.”

For Dakar, this was verbosity. Silveo stood looking at her with his hands in his pockets. “Alright.”

Dakar stopped talking. “You’re not mad?”

“No.”

Her voice dropped to a near-whisper and she sounded like a child again. “You still don’t want me to come with you in the Fang, do you?”

Gerard smiled. “I don’t think we’re going to the Pendalons, after all. I’m not actually sure where the Fang is headed next. Maybe Azure Bay.”

A startled smile spread across her face. “Oh!” The smile faltered. “Then...what did you want to talk about?”

Silveo seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “Dakar, what did you really do when you made the link between our minds? You said at the time that you created it out of our memories of Thessalyn. You said that we both loved her and you could use that to build a bridge. But lots of people love each other, and they aren’t talking in each other’s heads. We didn’t know anything about magic then, so we didn’t ask questions. You’re still a kid, and you were even younger back then, so maybe you didn’t really understand, either. Do you think you could explain it better now?”

“Oh.” Dakar’s eyes dropped to the deck. “That.”

“Yes,” said Gerard, unable to keep the desperation out of his voice. “That.”

“We’ve been having strange dreams,” said Silveo.

Dakar fidgeted, not meeting their eyes. “Is she in the dreams?”

Gerard felt a wave of relief. “Yes! And she knows things, says things, that I don’t think we could make up! I’ve been dreaming about her since she died, and I had at least one dream on Holovarus in which she seemed very real. But who doesn’t dream about dead loved ones from time to time? I thought I was talking to myself, giving myself advice. But here in Whileaway, Silveo started having the dreams with me. They’ve gotten more vivid. Thess seems to be in distress. She’s bored and lonely. She seems to think we’re keeping her from moving on somehow.”

Dakar drew an aimless pattern with one clawed toe on the deck. “Maybe you are...”

“Dakar!” Silveo took her by both shoulders and forced her to look at him. “Explain. Even if you don’t think we’ll like it. We promise not to be angry. Just explain.”

Dakar licked her lips, eyes flicking between them. “Lazaran was...concerned about what I’d done to you. He asked me a lot of questions about it.”

“And?” demanded Gerard.

Dakar made a face. “You know how I fixed Farrell? How I said I couldn’t have done it if he hadn’t had some wyvern blood?”

Gerard nodded, watching her face carefully. “Well, Lazaran didn’t think I should have been able to do what I did to you unless you also had some wyvern blood. Lots of people do in Wefrivain.”

“I am following so far...” said Silveo.

“Except, you don’t,” said Dakar. “Lazaran checked. It’s part of the reason he wanted to taste Silveo’s blood. He’d already tasted Gerard’s. You definitely do not have any wyvern ancestors. So that leaves...”

“Thess...” breathed Gerard. “Oh gods...” He stood up and paced back and forth. “Morchella said something to me. When Thess predicted the storm without a cloud in the sky, Morchella said... I remember now: ‘I wonder whether she’s kin of mine.’”

Silveo raised one eyebrow at him. “And you forgot that?”

“She’d just kissed me for the first time against my will!” shot Gerard. “I didn’t want to think about anything she said. I didn’t attach any significance to it.”

Silveo turned back to Dakar. “How does Thess being part wyvern make this work?”

“Well...if she was like me and mother...if she had our talent...she might have put a little piece of herself in your minds. Mother did it all the time to people who were...receptive in the right way. I’m not that good yet, but—”

“‘This is where it happened,’” whispered Gerard. “When she sang with the pegasus and they danced. That memory she recreated in the dream.”

Silveo looked thoughtful.

“Morchella was in my head,” continued Gerard, “and Thess pushed her out. I felt it, but I didn’t understand what I was feeling.”

“When someone like that dies,” said Dakar softly, “sometimes they leave bits of themselves behind. Normally those pieces fade over time. They come loose like a string that isn’t tied properly and slip away after the person who created them dies. Only I tied a sort of knot, so those pieces of Thessalyn can’t fade, can’t slip loose. Thessalyn had made this bridge in your minds between you and herself, and I took those loose ends and linked them. I didn’t know what I was doing. I just saw something in your heads that I could connect.”

Gerard spoke with effort. “So she really is trapped...because of us.”

Dakar twisted her hands together. “I could try to break your bond. I’m afraid it might hurt you, though. It’s been sort of...growing on its own...like a plant with deep roots. Lots of other memories might come loose if I start pulling on it. Like all your memories of each other.”

Gerard felt as though a dark well had opened beneath him.

“Gerard.” Silveo’s small, delicate fingers slipped into his larger palm. A glint of amusement crept through the distress on his face. “She’s not entirely miserable.”

Gerard gave a startled laugh. Last night... But that’s like seeing a glimpse of a perfect thing you can never have.

“Dakar,” said Silveo slowly, “I saw Thessalyn’s body after the wyvern from Morchella attacked her. She was blood from here to here.” He held one hand at his throat, and the other near his navel. “You could see rib bones. You could see organs.” He swallowed. “Could a wyvern—a part-wyvern—heal from that?”

Dakar looked surprised. This was clearly something she hadn’t considered. “I don’t know. Maybe?”

Gerard felt the hummingbird stir of hope in his chest.

Silveo smiled. “What was it Stravos said? Leopaard showed up here looking for help...for an injured wyvern?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 37. Family Reunion
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Gwain arrived at the Bronze Parrot Inn with the sun high in the sky and clocks around town striking noon. He’d had plenty of time to think that morning—time with a clear head after a good night’s sleep. “His Majesty, King Maijha.”

Right.

His father would never sign a letter like that. He’d signed his personal correspondence with a phonetic “L,” his state correspondence “Lord Maijha of the Same.” Gwain had rarely heard him refer to himself as “king.” Not to mention that he hadn’t been one in something over two years.

The actual last king of Maijha was sitting at a table in the back of the Parrot’s public tavern, surrounded by a company of large mountain grishnards. They looked like they were trying to blend in, but without much success. The tavern’s patrons were shooting them curious looks and giving them a wide berth.

Gwain used a spyglass to establish these particulars from a neighboring rooftop, through one of the inn’s many windows. He gave a fossa-ha child a coin to walk in the front door and loudly announce his name. He then stole around the back of the building, in through the servants’ entrance, and managed to slide into the empty chair beside “his majesty” while the entire group was staring at the front door, tensed for his appearance.

“Hello, Uncle,” murmured Gwain.

Adolphi Maijha jumped. He was a broad-chested person who’d always spent part of every day in the practice yard. Gwain remembered his hair dark and thick, but now it was only a gray fringe around a bald pate. He didn’t look frail, though. Gwain could see sword calluses on the massive hands folded on the table. He remembered that his uncle had always presented himself as the honest warrior in the family and his older brother as a fork-tongued politician with faun sympathies.

Adolphi was still obviously a warrior. Gwain thought that his own shavier build must look reed-thin to these people. Please try drawing a sword on me. Please. All six of you, even. He flexed his hoof blades against the floor.

He could see Adolphi visibly tamping down his instinctive recoil from Gwain’s appearance at his elbow. “Nephew.”

Gwain raised one eyebrow. His uncle had never acknowledged their relationship. Not in private. Not in public. Certainly not before witnesses. Not that he really needed to. Anybody looking at their faces could not miss the family resemblance.

“May I congratulate you on the success of your revolution?” continued Adolphi.

Gwain had no idea what to say to this. His uncle did not sound like he was joking, but Gwain didn’t know him well enough to be sure. He decided to take the words at face value. “My revolution failed, Uncle. It was about mutual compassion in the face of cruelties perpetrated by our wyvern gods. It was about seeing the ways in which all sentient creatures are more alike than different. It was about freeing each other. It was not about murdering panauns indiscriminately or burning cities.”

His uncle snorted. “Well, you seem to have missed your mark, then.”

“Indeed,” said Gwain tonelessly. “I will not say that the vengeance that has befallen Wefrivain was not richly deserved. But that was not my revolution.”

His uncle seemed to consider this. “And jagers from the Inland Sea? Kyros Magner adding Wefrivain to his empire? What did your revolution have to do with that?”

“Nothing.” Gwain hailed a serving boy and ordered a drink. He did it mostly to watch the way all the grishnards twitched. None of them were drinking anything. He wondered whether they thought fossa-ha and lemurs might poison them. “If you have something to say to me, please do, Uncle. I can’t imagine that you actually enjoy seeing me.”

Adolphi harrumphed. “I am glad to hear that you have not thrown in with the Inland Sea, at least. Who is employing you at the moment?”

Gwain stared at him. He can’t imagine a faun without some kind of owner. Even his own kin. Gwain had to bite his tongue to avoid saying something that would end the dialogue. I need to know what he’s up to.

“I am between employments,” said Gwain, forcing lightness into his voice. “Only very small jobs. Like helping a friend collect insects.”

“Insects?” repeated Adolphi blankly.

“You’d be surprised at the class of people who collect butterflies and beetles,” said Gwain. “This one is an airship captain.”

A look of cunning flickered across Adolphi’s face. “The airship captain, yes...” He considered for a moment and then said magnanimously, “I recall that your father had an interest in natural philosophy.”

“He did,” said Gwain, trying to keep the ice out of his voice. If you say anything disrespectful, I am gone.

Adolphi was astute enough to notice the chill. “You know I had nothing to do with his departure? That was entirely the gods, whom, as you have said, are vengeful and cruel.”

“Yes, your assassination attempts failed,” agreed Gwain, unable to restrain himself further. “The person who successfully drove my father from his throne was the High Priestess Morchella.”

Adolphi kept his composure. “I was guilty of youthful ardor, I admit. I had aspirations for a throne that I could never attain. You may have some familiarity with the subject.”

Don’t you dare try to say we’re alike. “I walked away from that throne. I was never going to try to claim it. I had my life’s work, and it was not a grishnard throne.”

Adolphi nodded. “Yes. You achieved your life’s work...after a fashion. Now what?”

Gwain sat back. You first. “Beetles.”

Adolphi quirked a smile, and for just an instant, Gwain could see an echo of his father. It twisted something inside him. He looked away.

“Well, I am going back to my people,” said Adolphi, with what sounded like real sentiment. “Port Royal is experiencing daily violence—fauns and panauns fighting over property and laws, hunti pirates raiding boldly with no organized sea watch to stop them. It’s worse in smaller towns along the coast and worse still in the mountains. Maijha Minor has a jager garrison on it, and I do not think the fauns still living there are pleased. I intend to take back my home and hold it.”

Gwain kept his face neutral. This sort of thing was bound to happen and would probably keep happening for a generation or so—grishnard kings and their descendants trying to retake their islands, backed by a faction of the populace who remembered them fondly. Gwain decided to give his uncle the gift of sound advice, “I don’t think it will work, Uncle. Whatever their other faults, jagers do not keep slaves, and former slaves are more than half the population of Maijha. They are not going to bend their necks again.”

“I agree,” said Adolphi.

Gwain was surprised.

His uncle let the silence stretch, but Gwain refused to be baited into making any kind of guess.

At last, Adolphi said, “Jagers have one ruler, and this has never been the custom of Wefrivain. Do the inhabitants of Maijha really want to be ruled by a king or council on Sern or Mance or Haplag? Would they consent to be bound by laws coming out of the Inland Sea? Those people do not know our ways. A Maijhan faun is more fit to sit the Maijhan throne than a jager on distant shores.”

Gwain was beyond surprised. “You are not proposing to put fauns in chains again?”

Adolphi waved his hand. “A barbaric practice, held-over from ancient times. As you say, we grishnards were slaves to our gods, who had cruel appetites. We have been shown the error of our ways. All shelts are more alike than different, certainly all Maijhan shelts.”

Gwain did not enjoy hearing his own words twisted—a thing that seemed to be happening a lot lately. “You want to recruit fauns to help you fight jagers in order to reclaim your throne?”

Adolphi smiled. “We will need all our people to win, Gwain—fauns, grishnards, ocelons, talking animals, all of them. Hear me for a moment, Nephew. I know you feel we grishnards deserved our fate, and perhaps we did, but Maijha does not deserve ongoing violence or a foreign emperor. Fauns and panuans of our kingdom need to unite to survive and prosper. Can you imagine a better way to achieve unity than every Maijhan shelt and animal working together to take back our home? Fighting shoulder-to-shoulder to drive the jagers from the island? This fight would bring peace, unity, and freedom.”

Gwain wasn’t sure what to say. This was better strategic thinking than he’d expected from Adolphi. But then I never knew him well. With a growing sense of trepidation, he asked, “And where do I fit into this?”

“You are the very symbol of unity, Gwain!” Adolphi spread his hands. “A faun with grishnard blood? Royal blood? Truly, the gods—well, the Firebird, at least—they put you in the world for this moment.”

Gwain looked at his uncle in disbelief. “You want me to lead your armies?”

“I want you to stand at my side as Prince of Maijha,” said Adolphi, his voice resonant with feeling, “and my heir.”

Gwain opened his mouth, but his usual easy flow of words did not come. He had absolutely no idea what to say, and he could tell that his uncle enjoyed the moment.

“Did your children not survive?” he managed. This was far from his only observation, but it was the first that came to mind.

“I am not sure of their status,” said Adolphi. “I have reason to believe they are sheltering in Zorn, but regardless, you are in direct line for the throne and have the truer claim. I believe that you may be able to make good on that claim in ways that nobody else can, the situation being what it is. In the absence of your blood heirs, my children or grandchildren would follow you in succession.”

Gwain tried, unsuccessfully to think of some flippant retort. This was an enormous concession. Even if Adolphi intended to assassinate him at some point, just setting a precedent of allowing a faun and half-breed to inherit...it was staggering. It would open the door to many other types of equality.

His uncle smiled, and again there was that flash of Leopaard’s face. “You have never been properly welcomed into this family, Gwain. Your father brought you into our midst poised for attack. I would like to officially welcome you now and to...apologize. We were wrong. Please come home.”

It's a trick, thought Gwain. He is saying what he knows you long to hear. He is playing on your feelings. But it was hard to remember. It was hard to feel sure.

“Do you have a ship?” Gwain heard himself ask.

Adolphi’s smile was warm, the welcoming look of a parent whose child has passed a test. “I have three ships and a small army—the cream of our people, but my ships are known to the jagers, and we need surprise on our side to have any hope of winning. You said you are friends with this airship captain, the one who collects beetles...”

Gwain could feel the hook now, buried inside the sweet bait. “Yes...”

“Well, I am sorry to say this, but that airship was stolen. It was originally acquired by your father and stolen from the palace museum in Port Royal. My museum.”

“I know,” said Gwain evenly. “It was taken by jagers during the sack of the city and flown all the way to Malabar in the Small Kingdoms. The airship was recaptured through great ingenuity by its current crew.”

Adolphi looked at him sharply. “There is a rumor going around that the current crew is cozy with Kyros Magner, and he gifted them the ship.”

“Not accurate,” said Gwain.

When he did not volunteer more, his uncle continued, “I am relieved to hear it! In that case, I hope the captain and crew are pleased to do their duty and return the stolen ship to her rightful owner. She is property of the Maijhan crown. You and I will need her to catch the jagers off-guard in Port Royal and bring peace to our home.”
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Chapter 38. Fraternizing
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It had been a long time since Percy had experienced any serious anxiety about a sexual encounter, and he was determined not to let the event grow in his mind into something that it probably wasn’t. Exhaustion helped. He finished what he’d been doing in the gearbox—still not pleased with the results of his math—and went back to his rooms to check Cobalt’s homework. He took a light luncheon, nearly falling asleep over his sandwich, and then lay down for a well-earned nap.

He was dead to the world until early evening, when a sailor knocked to say that the captain and his lady requested assistance in putting their child to sleep. Clever, Silas, thought Percy. He put Ama to sleep so often that nobody on the ship would pay any attention to such a thing, nor would Cobalt be surprised if he came back late. Percy often walked with the baby, and it was a big ship.

Percy thanked the sailor, said he would be along presently, and went to draw himself a bath. The Cormorant had a wonderful gravity-fed plumbing system, piped in through the rain catchers. As long as the reservoir was full, the whole ship had running water. Percy was halfway through a rather more thorough than usual scrub, when he made the mistake of thinking, Silas is going to let me kiss him again. In front of Anaroo.

The bath was nearly hot, having sat in pipes beneath the sun-warmed walls of the ship, but Percy felt a chill like ice. This is a mistake. I am happy here. This is going to ruin it.

He argued with himself while he finished his bath. He toweled off and then paced the cabin. If I tell them no, will I always regret it?

Percy stopped before the mirror. He felt as though he’d dropped his sword in a fight. He could almost hear his father’s implacable rasp, “Pick it up.”

“Pick it up,” Percy said aloud. “Pull yourself together, Perce. It’s just sex.”

It’s just Silas, mocked a voice in his head.

“Shut up,” Percy told himself. “Put on clothes.”

He realized in dismay that he had not actually chosen what to wear. What was I thinking? Going to sleep without laying out an outfit? Is Cobalt even around to help me dress?

He realized an instant later that too much finery would attract unwanted attention. He certainly would not have worn party clothes to walk the baby. After a certain amount of agonized debating, he selected a white linen shirt with only a small flare of lace at the sleeves, under a blue silk waistcoat with a pattern picked out in gold thread. It would shine in low light, but was easy to hide under an ordinary coat. He pulled out some cream-colored trousers with decorative laces up the sides that Cobalt had already attended to, bless him, and then dithered over his neckcloth for an embarrassing length of time. They are going to think you are not coming!

No, they’re not, Percy told himself. Silas will know exactly what I’m doing. How many times has he waited in the front room of my cottage while I took too long to dress?

The memory calmed him, made him smile. He chose a simple, solid gold neckcloth that would complement the gold thread without producing a noticeable spill of lace at this throat. He forced himself to put a plain work coat over it all, not the high-waisted, long-tailed cream and gold that he longed to wear instead. He slipped on work boots, which he assumed would be coming off at the door anyhow. He brushed his blond hair into place, tied it with a blue ribbon, and fastened a couple of simple lapis stud earrings. He stepped out into the corridor, confident that he’d covered his flash. As an afterthought, he returned to the cabin and pulled out his cello case. Because what if they really do want me to put the baby to sleep?

Sunset was still an hour off. He encountered several sailors in the corridors, coming and going from the mess cabin, but nobody looked at him twice.

Percy had another paroxysm of nerves as he came up the interior steps into the stern area and tried to decide whether to go to the captain’s official stateroom entrance, or around through the private library where they’d played cards, and up the spiral stairs to the back entrance. If I were coming to take Ama, it would be the back entrance.

So he went that way and found all the doors unlocked and a lamp turned down low at the top of the stairs. Silas answered his knock immediately. He was dressed in plain shirtsleeves and his perennial canvas trousers, bare-pawed on the gleaming wood floor. Well, no one would accuse you of hosting private, lascivious parties, Skipper. To a practiced eye, Silas did look unusually well-brushed, his red curls tamed into a tail, hair and fur a little damp and smelling of soap.

He took one look at Percy, laughed, and said, “You win, Anaroo!”

“Ha!” she crowed from further inside the suite.

Silas reached to take the cello case. “I predicted you would arrive in a dress coat and tooled leather boots.”

“I wanted to!” exclaimed Percy. “But I was trying to preserve—” He shut the door and whispered dramatically, “Discipline.”

Anaroo appeared in the doorway beyond, holding Ama, and dressed in much the same thing as Silas. “Is that what he called it?” she asked Percy.

“I said,” muttered Silas, “that if I appear to be fraternizing with my engineer, it could have deleterious effects upon—”

“Oh, for Firebird’s sake.” Anaroo crossed the room. “Percy, we thought we might just put Ama’s crib in the closet. She’s been sleeping through the night, and with the door shut, she doesn’t seem bothered by some noise. We could hear her if she cried. I know it’s not ideal...”

“It’s fine,” said Percy quickly. So we don’t have to involve Glossy and that entire group. Just as well.

“And we really were wondering if you’d like to put her to sleep,” said Silas sheepishly. “She’s not fussy this evening, but she seems to sense that something interesting is happening, and she wants a piece of it.” He glanced at the cello. “Have you devised a way to play?”

“Sort of. It’s not very elegant, but...I thought Ama might like it.”

The baby was already reaching for him over the edge of the sling, cooing and giggling. Silas took Percy’s coat. Percy removed his boots. Within moments, he was sitting in their little parlor, entertaining the baby while Silas and Anaroo continued with dinner preparations. It felt surprisingly normal.

Ama wanted to explore the instrument herself. Percy let her. After a while, he began picking out the lullaby he’d composed the night before. Ama settled down. When her eyes started to blink, Percy began singing to her. He was getting to like the plucking, although he wondered whether it might work better with a smaller instrument, like a fiddle, perhaps.

He looked up to see Silas leaning in the doorway, silhouetted by light from the room beyond. Ama was a warm, sleepy weight against Percy’s chest.

“I never thought I’d hear you play again,” whispered Silas.

Percy smiled. “This isn’t really playing.”

Silas came forward and took the baby. She squirmed for a moment, but settled down again. “Perfect.” Silas padded from the room, giving a jerk of his head for Percy to follow.

Percy had only visited the suite beyond on brief occasions. It was a large space beneath the poop deck, broken up by delicate walls of smoked glass and carved screens. On the interior end, a sunken entertainment area opened to reveal an inviting ring of rose-colored couches with tables and space for a tiny stage. A magnificent round skylight of ship’s glass formed the ceiling—letting in a prismatic evening glow.

This was apparently where Silas and Anaroo intended to begin. Percy glimpsed dishware, a bottle of wine, covered terrines. Anaroo was lighting a table lamp. “Come with me to put her down,” said Silas. “You’ve been in this suite...what? Maybe once?”

“Yes.” Percy had raced drunkenly through the suite the night of the Holovars’ ball, after which he and Silas had discovered the guest cabin that Percy now occupied. Percy’s memories of the evening were dominated by Silas’s kisses. His recollection of the captain’s suite was hazy.

“That’s my office,” said Silas, pushing a door open. Like all the rooms, it had a skylight. “The desk has a shocking number of hidden drawers. I found another set of blueprints a few days ago. I should let you look at them and see whether they solve your math problem.”

Percy glimpsed a large jar with something moving inside. “Ye gods, is that thing still alive?” The whispering roach quested towards them with its horribly moving antennae.

“Yes,” said Silas happily. “I’m trying to figure out what to feed it. So far, it likes paper and fruit.”

Percy shuddered. “I’m not sure about this new hobby of yours.”

Silas smothered a laugh and hurried on down the hall to the bedroom. The dressers were large and ornate, the bed huge and canopied. Percy noted with pleasure that the drawing of him and Silas as laughing young people hung framed on one wall. It shared space with a large golden butterfly and some sort of six-legged abomination with giant pincers. Percy shook his head.

A long stern window with a round glass door revealed the foggy outline of a balcony beyond, bathed in sunset light. Silas made straight for a door opposite the balcony, which led to the walk-in closet. Ama’s crib fit neatly inside. After settling her there, Silas tip-toed out, leaving the door open, so that they could hear her on the other end of the suite if she wailed.

As they walked back down the hall, he whispered, “It’s hardly new, Percy. I started collecting butterflies during the second year I owned the Albatross.”

“Whatever for?” whispered Percy.

“They’re pretty. They fly.”

Percy looked incredulous.

Silas turned away. “Maybe I was lonely and needed something to do.”

“Are you saying that you replaced me with insects?”

“Of course not.” He smiled. “I replaced you with poppy. Although you are as pretty as a butterfly, so maybe I did.”

“Well, at least poppy doesn’t have antennae. Did you just call me pretty?”

Naturally, Silas fastened on the bit about insects. “Now that so much of my collection is lost, I’m wondering whether I should start over with beetles. Gwain has opened my mind to quite a world of them I did not know existed.”

“I am not sure that Gwain Maijha is a good influence on you.”

“Nonsense. He’s Anaroo’s dearest friend, and he gave me a Holovarus Honeytail when we met, so naturally we must share beetles.”

It was Percy’s turn to smother a laugh. “Can we go back to a time when you did not have anything with six legs on your wall?”

“I’m afraid that ship has flown.”
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Chapter 39. The Question You’re Not Asking
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Gwain sat at his desk, staring at a blank journal. Sunset light glowed through the open porthole window behind him. He kept toying with a pen, making lists in his head that somehow never found the page.

He’d spent most of the day wandering through the markets of Whileaway, then walking on the cliffs above town, thinking. His footsteps had carried him at last up into the quiet, shell-paved streets around the Temple of Memory. But the door had been locked with no gleam of light within.

He’d returned to the Defiance in the late afternoon, eaten a meal without tasting it, and tried to get his thoughts in order. He needed to talk to Silas and Anaroo. But first he needed to know what to say to them. Writing had always helped him organize his thoughts in the past.

He continued to stare at the blank page while the last of the sunset faded. Gwain realized that he was sitting in the dark. I should light a lamp. He was still staring at the ghostly page, when he heard a soft rustle in the vicinity of the window.

A long pause. Tzu would have already smelled me and said hello.

“If you were hoping to read today’s journal, you’re going to have to wait for me to write it,” he said without turning. “I seem to be having a bit of trouble getting my thoughts in order.”

A long pause. “I already know what you did today, so that won’t be necessary.”

Gwain sighed. “Care to tell me what I think about it?”

An exhalation that sounded almost like a laugh.

Gwain turned. Andromache was sitting in his window, her back against the frame, her body curled into a halfmoon with one hoof dangling inside. He couldn’t see her features, just a silhouette against the night. He resisted the urge to say, “How in seven hells do you keep doing that?” He started to say something about viewing his collections—whatever parts she hadn’t already managed to show herself—but he just didn’t care at the moment.

“You know about Adolphi Maijha?”

“I know there’s a grishnard king in the harbor on Hydra-Hunts-the-Puffin,” said Andromache. “Three ships. One has a leak that requires constant pumping. Another needs a new mast.”

Well, there’s something he left out, thought Gwain.

“The ships are crippled, but full of heavily armed griffins and grishnards,” continued Andromache.

“I’m sure you’d like them out of your waters,” guessed Gwain. He leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “Let us say, hypothetically, that your uncle who has always hated you shows up and wants to make amends.”

Andromache’s voice in the darkness sounded amused. “Well, that would be something.”

“And let us say,” continued Gwain, “that he’s going to do it in a way that might help lots of other people. People you’ve never met, but always wanted to help. People who deserve your help.”

He paused again, but she did not volunteer a comment.

“And let us say that throwing in with him might seem like betrayal to a handful of people whom you do know, who have been your friends through troubled waters.”

Gwain leaned forward and rested his chin in his hands. “And let us say, furthermore, that you have put your ideals ahead of your personal relationships in the past. Friends died, and now you wonder whether any of it was worth the price.”

A long silence. Andromache’s voice came softly out of the darkness. “Sometimes, you sound like a monster, Gwain Maijha.”

You don’t mince words, do you? “I suppose it depends on which journal you’re reading.”

“I did catch the whispering roaches.”

“You should have come to the party.”

“What does your uncle want?”

“The airship. I probably shouldn’t be telling you this.”

“Well, I’m sure I’ll know soon enough if you keep writing things down.”

Gwain looked at her in exasperation. He wanted to demand answers to his questions about her comings and goings. He wanted to tell her to get out of his cabin. He wanted to ask her to stay the night. He needed to talk.

“He wants the airship to surprise the jagers in Port Royal, where he hopes to recruit a larger army to retake the island. He hopes to sway fauns to his cause by promising fair treatment and emphasizing their common homeland in Maijha, along with the likely frustrations ahead if they are ruled by a distant jager emperor. He wants to make me his heir. It would set a precedent of faun rulership and accelerate the acceptance of fauns as equal citizens.”

“High ideals,” agreed Andromache. “And he wants you to help him capture the airship from your friends?”

Gwain winced. “Not capture. He wants me to ask them to help. I’m not sure they’ll think it’s a good idea. My uncle would also like to point out that the airship was stolen from the royal museum, and is technically his. I think the captain will respond poorly to this line of reasoning. The Cormorant had already been taken in war. We took her back.” Half under his breath, Gwain added, “Besides, she was acquired and restored by my father. She was only ever Adolphi’s property because of...me.”

A long silence.

“Would you like the chance to be king?” asked Andromache. “Seems like a triumphant homecoming.”

“I’ve never cared about that. I wanted to make the world better for fauns.”

Andromache considered. “Do you think he plans to kill you before you get a chance to rule?”

Gwain shrugged. “Possibly. But just setting the precedent of a faun as recognized heir to the throne would have a profound impact. Also, I’ve spent my whole life working in espionage, and if Adolphi wants to play poison and daggers with me while sharing close quarters during an assault on Maijha, I like my odds.” He realized that he probably sounded arrogant and waved a hand. “You may disagree.”

“No, I think you’re pretty good at poison and daggers.”

Gwain smiled. He couldn’t resist adding, “I think that if I didn’t want you in my cabin, you wouldn’t be here.”

“I didn’t say you were that good.”

Gwain leaned back in his chair again, thinking. “It has to be a trap, doesn’t it? He has despised me my whole life.” He massaged his temples. “I am just so tired of not trusting people.”

“Trusting people is how you get stabbed,” said Andromache philosophically.

“I know. But...he could be sincere. From a certain angle, his offer is fairly low stakes. Everyone knows that half-breeds can’t have children. In the end, Adolphi’s line will inherit. My tenure as king—if it happens at all—will be only a brief detour.” Gwain shook his head. “But the precedent it would set is truly astonishing. Fauns and grishnards alike would see this as evidence that a faun could rule. Might that fact, in itself, justify any risk, any price?”

“Like helping your uncle take the airship away from your friends?”

Gwain drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “I used to think I knew what integrity meant.”

“The more of life you see, the more complicated it gets.”

“What would you do?”

He couldn’t see her expression in the dark, but he thought he’d caught her off guard. After a pause, she said, “I would not sacrifice friends for any kind of ideals. But, then, I’ve never had many friends. Mostly I just have questions, and every now and then, I find an answer.”

Gwain looked at her, swinging her hoof in his windowsill. “Would you like one more? Friend, I mean. I’m fresh out of answers.”

Andromache’s foot stopped moving. “You don’t know me.”

“No, but I think you know me pretty well, and that’s something not many people can say. My private journals are full of things I never intended to share and that I’m not particularly proud of. In spite of this, I think you like me, although it’s hard to tell when you call me a monster.”

Gwain wished now that he’d lit a lamp. It would help to be able to see her expression. “I do like you,” she said at last. “I’m just not sure I can trust you.”

“You can.”

She slid down off the sill, liquid as a cat. “Then come with me into the jungle tonight.”

Gwain was surprised. “That sounds more like me trusting you.”

He caught the flash of her teeth as she smiled. “Same thing.”

“It very much isn’t. Like you said, I don’t know you. And you keep breaking into my cabin.”

“You keep leaving the window open.”

“For my blood bat!”

She shrugged as she turned and made for the door. “Well, then, I suppose you’ll never get the answers to your questions.”

“Which questions?”

“The ones you aren’t asking. The right ones.” She was out the door and down the hall. Gwain swore under his breath and then trotted after her.

“Where? Where do you want to go?”

“I already told you.”

“You have to tell me more than that.”

“I thought you wanted to go on a jungle expedition.”

“I do! But—” Now? In the middle of the night? Gwain was uncomfortably aware of the ways in which she’d baited him. He would never have gone off alone with her in the middle of the night a few days ago, but now she’d stoked his curiosity and, in a sense, stroked his ego. If I was giving advice to a friend, I would say, ‘Don’t do this.’

He realized a moment later that she was winding unerringly towards the pegasus nest boxes. You have already wandered around my ship enough to memorize the layout.

One of the night watch sailors passed them in the corridor and peered curiously over his shoulder. Gwain considered asking for help to restrain a trespasser, but didn’t.

“Andromache.” He must have sounded serious this time, because she stopped and turned. “There is an actual limit to my patience. What is the question that I’m not asking?”

Her green eyes seemed almost reflective—a trick of the starlight that shone through a grating. Her hood had fallen back, red hair a little mussed. “Do you want to know what happened to your father?”

Gwain could feel the blood leaving his face. His heart gave an uneven squeeze. It could be a trick. It could be a trap.

I don’t care.

He took a stumbling step backwards. “Let me get a few things,” he managed. “A coat, my hoof blades...”

She didn’t say anything.

Gwain’s heart was hammering against his ribs. He held up his hand as though to hold her in place, “A moment. I’ll meet you in the nest boxes.” Then he was running back to his cabin.
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Chapter 40. Finish What You Started
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Percy and Silas returned to the entertainment area to find Anaroo setting out a deck of cards.

“We’re not going to need those this evening,” said Silas, surprising Percy.

Anaroo shrugged. “Just in case.” She turned to face them as they came down the steps. “Percy, I have a couple of requests that may seem odd, but hear me out.”

The warm feeling that had been building in Percy’s stomach congealed into a ball of ice. Here it comes...

“I think we should...visit...for a bit. And then we should eat.”

Oh. Percy relaxed. She was completely correct. Nerves on top of a full stomach made for uninspired and often uncomfortable lovemaking.

“And,” continued Anaroo, “one bottle of wine. Between the three of us. Just one. And not until we eat.”

“That’s...probably wise,” muttered Silas. He glanced at Percy. “And it’s mostly for me. If you would like another bottle...”

Percy was already shaking his head. “I’ll drink nothing but water if you like.”

“I think a bottle is fine,” said Anaroo. “I just don’t want anyone to say anything they don’t mean or anything they’ll have trouble admitting to later.”

“Again,” said Silas, “you can just say you mean me.”

“I mean all of us!” said Anaroo.

“She’s right,” said Percy quickly, “but if we’re not going to play cards, what are we going to do?” He tried for some humor. “I barely put this waistcoat on. Am I going to take it off already?” He could hear the wobble in his own voice and regretted his attempt at bravery, but Silas spoke to smooth it over.

“We thought maybe we’d tell some stories? That was fun last night. I...remembered things I had forgotten.”

Percy knew what he meant. Talking about the past had brought it to life. Somehow the sweetness had returned without the sting.

“Anaroo hasn’t heard how you and I met,” continued Silas, “and...well, it makes a pretty good story.”

Percy smiled. “Are you going to admit you woke up in the woods that morning?”

Silas rolled his eyes. “And I took a bath in a stream. Are you happy? Then you nearly made me lose all my breakfast money. Which was also my only money.”

“Oh, but you didn’t,” said Percy with a grin. “And gods, did you put on a show not losing it. So serious, so smart, and so grumpy.”

He was pleased to see Anaroo laugh, and Silas not sure whether to be flattered or annoyed. “If that’s what you thought of me, I can’t see why you wished to continue my acquaintance.”

“Well, for one, I knew you could win a card game for me, and for two, you were adorable.”

“But you just said...”

Anaroo held up a hand. She sat down and motioned for them to do the same. Here, Percy felt a degree of returning awkwardness. He wasn’t sure how close to sit. Silas was in the middle, but he’d sat down fairly nestled against Anaroo, and it seemed intrusive to crowd them. Percy also wondered whether beginning with the story of his and Silas’s exploits might be a bit much. Anaroo was being generous in not talking about herself or her place in Silas’s life, but she might lose patience if they went on and on about their early friendship.

“Actually,” said Percy, “I don’t recall that you two have ever told me the entire story of how you met. I think I did ask...or was that a dream?”

Silas and Anaroo glanced at each other—a private look that made Percy feel quite separate. “You did,” said Silas. “When we came to dinner shortly after joining the Anemone. You were feverish, drinking, maybe a little delirious. I gave you poppy, and Marlie cut your arm off later that evening.”

“Ah! Gods, that was a bad time. No wonder I remember it like a fever dream. But as I recall, you said you’d tell me the story if I lived.” He gave them a look of mock accusation. “Have I lived long enough?”

Anaroo smiled.

Silas hesitated. “Alright.” His lips gave a quirk that Percy couldn’t quite interpret, and he patted his lap. “Come here, Percy.”

It took Percy an instant to realize what Silas meant, and then he burst out laughing.

“Come on,” repeated Silas.

“You’re going to have to explain this to Anaroo,” said Percy as he flipped himself around and lay down with his head in Silas’s lap. It felt more familiar and comfortable than it had any right to feel, considering how long it had been since he’d done that.

“Do explain,” said Anaroo, looking down at Percy.

Percy felt a bit vulnerable, but also relieved. It was difficult to take anything too seriously when you were looking at each other nearly upside down.

Silas rested a hand on Percy’s stomach, and Percy let out a slow breath. Why is that still so exciting?

“This is how Percy passed his final exams,” said Silas.

Percy snorted a laugh. “I’m not sure that’s true.”

“I made special arrangements to come home early that year,” continued Silas, “because I knew he wouldn’t study.” Silas glanced down. “Was I wrong?”

Percy shifted. Some of the heady euphoria of Silas’s warm hand over his ribcage faded. “Well...you might be right. I wasn’t all that anxious to begin being an adult. I’m sure I would have passed for my certificate eventually, but maybe not that year. I probably would have remained a student for as long as possible. I liked the idea of commanding a ship, but the closer I got to all that responsibility, the more I suspected I wouldn’t be very good at it. And gods was I right!”

Silas opened his mouth, probably to say something kind, but Percy looked at Anaroo and continued, “But Silas did not give me the opportunity to fail my final exams, because he came home early and coached me relentlessly. And whenever I stopped paying attention, he would do things like this.” Percy waved his hand to indicate the entire situation of his head in Silas’s lap, Silas’s fingers just a little above the band of his trousers. “He read to me like this for hours. And did I pay attention? Yes, I did.”

Anaroo snickered.

Silas’s fingers strayed back and forth across the patterned silk of Percy’s waistcoat. Percy remembered that, too. The way it seemed accidental, unconscious, a nervous tic. He’d been terrified to move, lest it stop. “Did you know what you were doing to me?” he muttered.

Silas sighed. “Of course I knew what I was doing.”

Percy wanted to jump up and shout, but of course he didn’t. Not with Silas’s hand on his stomach. Not at twenty-two, and not at forty-three.

Silas spoke haltingly, “When we first met, you were...pretty confident in your advances. I think you said something about taking off my clothes the first day you brought me back to your cottage.” Before Percy could say anything, Silas continued. “And you did it smoothly, flattering me without putting pressure on me; you’re a very good flirt, Percy.”

Percy groaned. “It didn’t seem like it.”

“No, because I sent you mixed signals and confused you at every turn. After a while, you lost some of your confidence, which I...regret. In the end, we’d fall asleep in your bed studying, ‘practice’ dancing in your backyard, play cards together all over town...and you weren’t sure it meant anything.”

Percy felt gratified to hear these things confirmed out loud. At the same time, he felt a kind of sadness for his foolishly hopeful, younger self. “I was afraid if I responded in any way, you’d stop. You’d tell me you never meant any of it. It was all in my head.”

Anaroo shot Silas an incredulous look. “You were falling asleep in his bed...studying?”

“Well, yes.”

“And dancing and fighting duels for each other and taking each other’s tests. And then he kissed you once, and you stopped speaking to him for twenty years?”

Silas put a hand to his face. Percy gave a broken laugh.

“I am beginning to understand why he hit you so hard,” said Anaroo.

“Oh, I’d done much more than that by the time he hit me,” said Silas.

There was a moment’s silence. The evening felt off-key. Intimate, but not in a sexy way. Percy struggled to think of something funny.

Silas’s fingers ran absently back and forth over his waistcoat, and Percy shut his eyes. “It really is amazing that you can still drive me crazy doing that. And you can still pretend not to know it.”

And in spite of everything, in spite of the reason he was here, and having taken each other’s clothes off that fall, Percy was completely astonished when Silas reached down, moving gently and methodically, and untucked Percy’s shirt. One hand slid underneath, his warm fingers settling over Percy’s bare skin.

Percy couldn’t breathe.

Silas looked down at him, the edge of his mouth curling again. “Is that what you wanted me to do twenty years ago?”

Percy found that he was clenching his hand absurdly over his heart and forced himself to relax. “That’s...a start.”

Silas laughed. “You want me to be the initiator in these exchanges, even though it’s not really my idea.”

Not your idea? Percy rolled his eyes. “Like you haven’t been topping me in every other way since the day we met.”

“I...” Silas looked like he might actually be turning red, although in the low light, it was hard to tell.

Anaroo looked at him sideways. “He has a point, Silas.” She reached out and tugged at the ribbon in Percy’s hair. “Am I allowed to participate in this?”

Silas glanced at Percy. “Yes?”

If you don’t get angry at me, you can do anything you like, thought Percy, but he only nodded.

Anaroo unbuttoned the top of his shirt and loosened his neckcloth. “That looks more comfortable.”

“Could be more,” said Silas critically and unbuttoned Percy’s entire waistcoat, though not his entire shirt. Then, to Percy’s surprise, Silas leaned over, slid his arms under Percy’s shoulders, and shifted him up, so that his head landed mostly in Anaroo’s lap. Silas slid Percy’s right arm behind his own back, so that Percy’s hand rested against Silas’s hip. “Too much?” he murmured.

“No...” It was certainly interesting. With his hand trapped behind Silas’s back, Percy didn’t have a lot of control of the situation. Not that he wanted a lot.

“Are you going to tell me how you met, or just keep undressing me?” asked Percy. “Because I’m fine with either.”

Silas’s fingers wandered up to his chest beneath his shirt, featherlight over his nipples. Percy swallowed and stopped talking. Anaroo’s hand brushed through his hair and over his ear tufts.

“We met because of you...sort of,” said Silas, his voice gentle. “I was fairly miserable the first night after we got away from the Anemone. Anaroo found me smoking poppy in the keelhead basket, and I was so pitiful that she felt sorry for me and put me to bed. We had, of course, met before then, but I believe that was the first time we were anything like friendly.”

Percy couldn’t help but laugh in spite of the mixture of regret, embarrassment, and desire sloshing around his belly. “How badly did I hurt you?”

“Oh, pissing blood for a couple of days.”

“I believe you described it as ‘buckets,’” said Anaroo.

“I exaggerated,” said Silas.

Percy screwed his eyes shut. He’d been in enough fights to know that he’d hit Silas hard enough to do real damage. But he’d already apologized and wasn’t sure more apologies would help. He tried for a bit of honesty instead. “That drawing of the two of us...I’d take it out and look at it sometimes. But I thought...I thought the person in that picture was a lie. That he’d never existed. That you just pretended to like me until you got what you wanted.” Percy swallowed. “And I still missed you, even though I thought none of it was ever real.” He broke off and groaned. “Oh, gods, Silas, I can’t talk about serious things with you doing that.”

“You studied lift ratios with me doing that!”

“Not against my skin!”

Silas’s voice dropped to a purr. “If you want to recreate these fantasies from our school days, you’re going to have to be patient.”

“My fantasies also included me straddling your lap while kissing you.”

“Maybe later.”

Percy threw his head back with a frustrated growl. “Did you two seriously spend the night after you left the Anemone carousing in bed just because Anaroo felt sorry for you?”

Anaroo barked a laugh. “Gods, no! But between the beating and the poppy, Silas actually had his guard down enough to talk to me like an ordinary person.”

“Now, just a moment,” said Silas, “you were smoking, too. I handed you my pipe.”

“Yes, that did take the edge off my desire to throw you overboard.”

“It is amazing that you didn’t.”

“This is not a love story,” whined Percy. “Where did you get around to making Ama?”

Anaroo was still running her fingers through Percy’s hair, and it felt pleasant. “Will it shock you that Silas’s idea of flirting involved teaching me to steer?”

“Not at all,” said Percy.

“That was not flirting,” objected Silas. “Flirting was playing cards with you.”

Anaroo ignored him. “He had both arms around me the whole time. Gus came down from the crosstrees afterwards and said, ‘That’s not how he taught me to steer.’” She gave a credible imitation of Creevy’s lower-deck gravel.

Percy shook with laughter.

They told him about repairing the Albatross’s exposed butterfly valve, Anaroo rappelling down the side of the ship to end up in Silas’s lap, and the subsequent chase with the Ambergris. They talked about Creevy’s injury, Silas’s distress, and then his relief when his friend began to recover. Anaroo described the evening when she’d thrown Silas’s poppy pipe into the sea and kissed him.

And all the while, Silas’s fingers wandered up and down Percy’s chest, dipping into his navel, along the edge of his waistband, and Percy floated in a state of sexual frustration, dizzy arousal, and genuine curiosity.

They reached the great battle and the part of the story Percy knew, because he’d been there. They glossed over the heartbreaking destruction of the Albatross, and ended on the Anemone. “I thought he was asleep,” said Anaroo in conclusion, “so I told him I loved him, and then he finally said it back. We are really both too proud to be happy. I don’t know how we stumbled into this.”

Silas was looking at her fondly. “I wish I could take credit for choosing to be here, but if you hadn’t come back to the Albatross to get me, I would have simply died with my ship.”

“You’re welcome,” said Anaroo and kissed him.

Percy was about to say something in praise of love, or the story, or possibly Anaroo’s skill at card cheating, but then Silas’s hand strayed further down over the top of Percy’s trousers, to settle against his painfully obvious erection. Percy let out a hiss of breath and his eyes snapped shut. “Silas...”

That laugh—the chuckle he sometimes gave near the end of a game when he was winning. It made Percy’s skin prickle. Silas’s palm rubbed in slow, firm circles.

Percy thought he would lose his mind. He tried pressing his hips up against Silas’s hand, but Silas instantly drew away, and Percy dropped back down with a groan. “You dreadful, dreadful tease.”

“Now I think we should tell Anaroo how we met.”

“Silas!”

“It’s only fair.”

To Percy’s relief and torment, Silas’s hand returned to his cock, tracing him through the expensive fabric. “We met in a dingy pub called the Otter’s Mate,” began Silas, “and I’m sure Percy thought I had fleas. Possibly lice as well.”

“I thought you had more talent than anyone I’d ever seen and an ego to match,” shot Percy. “I would have given you money if I could have figured out how to do it without offending you!”

“You have always been very patient with my aversion to taking money,” agreed Silas, his hand wandering up to Percy’s stomach again, making his world wobble. “Anyway, Percy was there on a dare, after a night of drinking in high society clubs that I could not, at the time, imagine. We were assigned randomly as partners in a game that was a lark to him, but rather important to me, and he bid me up. As my partner!” Silas’s voice grew strident with remembered indignation.

“The impiety,” said Anaroo mildly.

“The gall!” agreed Silas.

Percy was having difficulty focusing. He wished now that his hand was free so that he could unfasten his trousers. “Silas, I feel like I could tell this story better if all my blood wasn’t in my cock. If you don’t want to touch me, just give me my hand back for a moment.”

Silas’s hand settled over his crotch again, all the more startling for having been absent a moment. Percy’s legs jerked and he flexed his claws against the sofa, reminding himself fiercely not to scratch it. “I thought you wanted me to finish what I started,” Silas purred.

Percy’s skin felt warm. He bit his lip.

Silas’s eyes strayed all the way up and down his body for the first time that evening. “You always loved these over-expensive, ridiculously impractical clothes... Trousers with too many laces... If I just keep playing with you, will these end up with a stain that’s hard to get out?”

Oh, you are awful. But Silas was looking down at him with a heated expression, and Percy didn’t actually want it to end. Ever.

Anaroo placed two fingers lightly under Percy’s chin, tipping his head back to her own face. “Why did you need him to win a card game?”

Percy didn’t feel like he could possibly choke out the story before Silas made good on his threat. But he plunged ahead anyway. “Estiver had gotten himself into—oh, gods, Silas—into trouble with a king’s uncle...”
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Chapter 41. Show-off
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By the time Gwain reached the nest box, Andromache had two jungle pegasus waiting. Their bodies were blue, with manes and tails as red as her hair. Gwain had never seen the animals before, and they did not introduce themselves. The Defiance’s pegasus were standing well away from them, sniffing curiously.

“My friends don’t carry shelts often,” said Andromache. “They’re doing it as a favor to me. Can you ride without tack?”

“I can,” said Gwain. He’d grabbed a small pack—the one he kept ready for emergencies—with food, water, rope, a knife, and lockpicks. “It would help if you told me where we’re going.” A jungle grave seemed most likely, but the way Andromache was behaving made him wonder.

She shook her head.

“I don’t suppose you would wait for me to find Tzu?”

“My friends do not like blood bats.”

Gwain supposed that was fair. Blood bats preyed on wild pegasus.

Moments later, they were winging silently over the bay in the moonlight, with a waning red moon overhead and yellow moon half full on the horizon. They did not stop over the town, but flashed across the rooftops and up the slopes beyond.

As they dipped into a heavily wooded valley, following the course of the mountain river, Gwain felt a frisson of pure excitement. We really are going into the jungle.

Black volcanic rock peeked through thick ferns and dense trees along the river below. The air was redolent with earth and night-blooming flowers. Somewhere in the distance, the quavering cry of an unknown beast trembled in the clear air.

Gwain glanced at Andromache, lying tight against her pegasus’s neck and back, her cloak flattened by the wind into a smooth line. “I should have told you to bring a rain cloak,” she called.

So we’re going all the way across the island. “I’ve got one in my pack.”

“Of course you do. Poison and daggers, as well?”

“Possibly.”

“I hope they can all get wet.”

“What kind of spy do you take me for?”

At that moment, a long neck rose out of the river below. Gwain thought it was a hydra, though he’d never heard of them coming this far into fresh water. Then the beast lumbered up, and he saw that it had four legs. Gods, it’s big... Something was running along the bank—a feathered, bird-like creature on two legs, but taller than a shelt. Its face in the moonlight looked almost wolfish, teeth flashing as it glanced upwards.

“What—?” began Gwain, but they shot into a low-hanging cloud, and he ended by coughing in the dense mist.

Somewhere in the darkness ahead, Andromache said, “You might want to put on that rain cloak.”

*  *  *  *
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Anaroo had expected to enjoy this evening, but she was finding it even more interesting than anticipated. Silas was a bit odd where intimacy was concerned. Anaroo supposed that twenty years of replacing sex with poppy had left a permanent scar on him. He rarely initiated, although he could get in the mood quickly if she got things started. He occasionally surprised her with a bit of ferocity, but most of the time, he preferred to let her take the lead. His daily life required constant decision-making, and she supposed it must be a relief to relinquish control in the bedroom.

This was clearly not Silas’s dynamic with Percy, however. Even in this friendliest of environments, she could see flashes of the competition that had characterized their friendship the entire time they’d known one another. Percy brought out a streak of dominance in Silas that Anaroo hadn’t expected.

Percy was clearly in equal parts torment and bliss as he told a breathless and slightly disjointed version of the high-stakes card game that had brought him and Silas together. He was openly squirming now, gripping Silas’s hip with the hand behind Silas’s back. His left arm came up once, as though he’d forgotten he didn’t have a hand there, and then settled back to the sofa.

They were nearing the end of the tale and Percy’s self-control. In a final rush, he babbled out, “And of course I had put a large bet on Silas, which I gave to Estiver. It fixed the whole thing, and Silas won enough money to pay for the cover charges at west bank clubs for the rest of the winter, and I rented him the guestroom in my cottage because he wouldn’t let me just give it to him. Ah!” He was biting his lip so hard that it looked like it might bleed. “Silas, just let me finish. For gods’ sakes...”

Silas paused.

Percy did look right on the edge. Anaroo wondered if he would actually be angry if Silas made him soil his clothes.

“Say please,” murmured Silas.

Percy gave a choking laugh and whispered, “On my knees, Silas.”

Silas’s fingers moved as fast as he shuffled, opening Percy’s trousers. Anaroo was impressed that he’d apparently figured out where all the clasps were located. Percy climaxed on the first stroke, Silas pushing his shirt and waistcoat out of the way just in time.

Percy went limp across their laps, panting, his head lolling across Anaroo’s thighs.

Silas looked a little flushed himself. He reached for a napkin from the table to wipe Percy down. “Well, I believe that concludes one thing I started twenty years ag—”

Percy sat up with a jolt, nearly bumping his head on Silas’s chin. “Oh, no!” he snarled. “It is my turn, godsdamn it, and I am going to wipe that smug look off your face.”

He wriggled his arm out from behind Silas, flipped around to straddle his lap, and took him in an open-mouthed kiss.

And Silas was kissing him back, unselfconscious, hands running under Percy’s shirt, laughing. “Didn’t you like it?” he teased. “I thought I was being rather clever.”

“I am going to make you forget everything you ever knew about cards,” hissed Percy.

His lashing tail caught one of the table lamps. Anaroo barely snatched it before it tipped onto a napkin. “I am told that fires are undesirable aboard airships,” she said, raising her voice over their growls. “Perhaps we should retire to the bedroom.”

“Don’t wake the baby,” murmured Silas against Percy’s mouth.

“You’re the one who will need to worry about that.”

“I’d carry you, but I don’t think it would be very graceful,” continued Silas, “and might do more harm to your clothes.”

“I do not need to be carried—” began Percy, but then Anaroo scooped him up and stood. He weighed about the same as Silas, whom she had tossed around on occasion. He was near the limit of what she could lift without staggering, but the effort was worth the startled look on Percy’s face, followed by the ear drop and the way his eyes dilated. I think you and I will get along just fine.

“Well, I guess one of you can carry me,” he managed. He slid his arms around her neck and said nothing else until she dropped him on the bed. Silas whisked the closet door shut behind them.

Percy was watching Anaroo with a new fascination.

Silas sat down on the bed, and Anaroo drew him against her. “Now,” she said softly. “There is something I would like to do, and I think Percy will like it, too. Humor me?”

“I didn’t hear you say that I would like it,” said Silas.

“It’s not really your turn,” said Anaroo sweetly. “But you will. First we should get undressed, though. Or...maybe we should undress each other?”

There was a moment of silence as they all looked around, uncertain of which person to help, and then Percy laughed and said, “You two undress each other. You already undressed me.” In truth, his clothes were mostly open and sliding off.

Anaroo turned to Silas and unbuttoned his shirt. She could sense the returning edge of nerves beneath the bravado that had carried him this far, so she leaned forward and kissed him while she unfastened his trousers. That seemed to distract him sufficiently.

Silas reached down and peeled off Anaroo’s shirt over her head, dipping his face to kiss a breast.

When they’d gotten each other completely naked, Anaroo scooted around behind Silas and pulled him back against her. She shoved some pillows between herself and the headboard, so that she was reclining comfortably. Anaroo wrapped her arms around Silas’s chest and stomach, cradling his hips between her own spread legs. She grinned at Percy over his shoulder. “Alright, Percy. Do whatever you want.”

Anaroo thought that, if the evening had begun this way, Silas would have been as tense as a strung bow, but he was still pleased with himself for having done something right in regards to Percy. He’d gotten himself wound up doing it, and he hadn’t had time to calm down. When Percy’s head dipped between his legs, Silas dropped his head back against Anaroo’s shoulder with a groan that was quite vocal by his standards. “Don’t wake the baby,” said Percy, who managed to convey a smirk in spite of being rather busy with his mouth.

Silas’s hands fisted in the bedsheets. His toes curled. With her body wrapped around him, Anaroo felt everything. She watched the color creep higher in his freckled cheeks, felt his breathing deepen.

Percy stopped now and then to lick and kiss Silas’s stomach, occasionally coming all the way up to his mouth. “Why don’t you tell us a story,” he murmured. “Come on, Silas, talk to me about static physics.”

Silas took Percy’s face in both hands and kissed him. Percy refused to be gentled into silence. He leaned close to Silas’s ear and whispered, “Correct my fucking math, Silas.”

Silas laughed—ragged and soundless and jittery against Anaroo’s chest. His voice came out husky, “You want me to take a look at those blueprints for you?”

“I dare you,” growled Percy, his tongue running along Silas’s throat.

Silas made a strangled noise and squirmed in Anaroo’s arms. Percy’s wet mouth planted kisses across her fingers en route to Silas’s nipple. Silas jumped. “If I say you win,” he gasped, “will you go back to my cock?”

“That would be a start.”

“Please?”

“I like that better.”

His body jerked as Percy settled down between his legs again. Anaroo scooted to one side, just enough to comfortably turn Silas’s face for a kiss. She spread one hand on his stomach, her long fingers just a little above the spot where Percy was moving and licking.

Silas’s eyes were dark and dilated, his kisses a little frantic. She could feel how he wanted to move his hips, but she wouldn’t let him. Silas forgot how to use his tongue. He was growling. It was adorable.

Anaroo abandoned his mouth and pressed rough kisses down the side of his throat. She lingered where his pulse beat close against her lips. She could feel his stomach muscles tensing. She could feel every involuntary twitch and shudder.

Then Percy must have done something new, because Silas tried to arch off the bed. His whole body clenched, and he made a sound that Anaroo could only describe as a mew.

He collapsed back against her, and she held him through the aftershocks. He tucked his head against her neck. It was all delicious.

Anaroo sat up at last. The fur between her legs was so wet it was almost embarrassing. Percy was sitting up, too, flushed and grinning. Anaroo caught her breath and scooted away from Silas. “Come here, Percy.”

He came to her—a little hesitant, but more than ready in the physical sense. They slid together easily. Anaroo had to appreciate the advantages of a smooth penis. Percy settled down on top of her, but something wasn’t right.

Anaroo looked up into his eyes and knew, in a flash, that this was not his favorite position. It was also an awkward position because of his injury. He had to balance over her with one hand.

Anaroo wrapped her legs around him, and flipped them over in one smooth movement. She wondered, too late, whether she should have warned him first. Percy did look startled, though not unhappy. His breathing sped up, his lips parted, and he gave a breathless laugh.

It was all the encouragement Anaroo needed. The smooth glide made it easy to find her rhythm. She quickly had him moaning and gasping. Anaroo didn’t think this would last very long—not for him, and probably not for her, either, except...

She needed a hand—either from herself or from Percy. Percy was clearly lost in his own head, and she required both hands on the bed to keep up the rhythm she liked. Finish him first, worry about me later.

She’d almost forgotten Silas when his arms came up around her from behind. He slowed her by degrees, bringing her more upright. His warm hands pressed over her stomach and breasts, stroking her from collarbone to navel.

Percy made a frustrated sound. He was very close, and Silas had stopped her hard thrusts. They kept rocking gently, though. Now Silas was kneeling directly behind her, straddling Percy’s legs. Anaroo felt his chest against her back, their bodies melding together, and still that gentle thrust.

Anaroo let Silas tilt her chin back—all the way back until her head was resting on his shoulder and her hands were hovering a little above the sheets. Silas was setting the pace now. She realized suddenly that he was displaying her for Percy. Instead of a blur of curled movement, she now presented a long line from throat to groin, her back slightly arched, her breasts pert, the muscles of her belly at a pleasing angle...and still with Percy’s cock inside her.

Anaroo felt exposed to a degree that mere nakedness had never achieved. Part of her wanted to jerk her head back down, grind into Percy until he climaxed in a whimpering mess, and then go somewhere alone to think about all of this. Another part of her was keenly aware of the heightened pressure between her legs. There was no denying that she was closer than she’d been an instant ago, and Silas hadn’t even...

He still had one hand on her jaw and throat, keeping her head tipped back. His other hand slid from her throat, over her breasts and belly, all the way down, until his fingers settled on the most sensitive part of her anatomy. Two little circles. That was all it took. Anaroo climaxed so hard that she nearly pushed Percy out of her. The pleasure shot through her groin, up into her belly and spread over the tops of her thighs—warm as spilled blood. It seemed to go on and on as Silas rubbed and rubbed and murmured in her ear while she squirmed helplessly and made inarticulate noises.

She was dimly aware that her spasm had pushed Percy over the edge at almost the same time. Silas finally let go of her, and she dropped forward, barely catching herself before she landed on top of Percy. Anaroo rolled off of him. She lay there with her eyes closed, trying to catch her breath, waiting for her heart to stop trying to beat its way out of her chest.

The bed creaked as Silas sank down on the other side of her. They all lay without touching for a moment, letting the sweat cool, coming back to themselves. Finally, Percy spoke into the silence. “That was the most amazing thing I have ever done in my entire life.” He sat up. “And I am starving.”

Silas gave the uncharacteristic giggle that Anaroo loved.

Percy clambered up and off the bed, “Gods, Silas, you are such a show-off. Did you really just do us both at the same time, using nothing but your hands?”

Silas sat up with a rasping laugh. “Turns out, I should have taken you with me to visit the girls twenty years ago. You make a good accessory.”

Anaroo wondered if Percy might find this insulting, but he only said, “I think you’d have to ask Anaroo whether I make a good accessory.”

She sat up to look at him, and he met her eyes from the foot of the bed—still a little shy. “You make a delightful accessory. You are welcome here any time, Percy.” The gravity of the moment was rather spoiled as her stomach rumbled.

Silas tip-toed to Ama’s door, cracked it open, and then the three of them picked up various pieces of discarded clothes and scampered down the hall.

“You really should go get those blueprints,” whispered Percy. “I know this sounds crazy, but by my calculations she has an entire extra light gas bladder and ballonet somewhere. Do you think we could have missed one?”

“You’re joking,” said Silas.

“We are not looking at airship blueprints this evening,” pronounced Anaroo.

Percy shrugged. “In that case, can we talk about the fact that those spines are really sensitive? Silas nearly came off the bed when I—”

“Let the record show,” interrupted Silas, “that I have managed the entire evening thus far without either poppy or alcohol. But if we are going to continue this conversation, I feel I have earned a glass of wine.”

Anaroo put an arm around him, laughing. “You certainly have, love.”

“You want to teach me that one-handed shuffle?” asked Percy kindly. “I would certainly find it useful these days.”

“Of course,” said Silas. “The trick is in where you put your fourth finger after the cut.”
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Chapter 42. Someone to See You
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It took half a watch to fly across the island. Gwain caught flashes of jungle canopy below, with enticing views of plants and animals. As they began to ascend along the jagged fins and valleys of volcanic rock near the peak, the clouds grew thicker, blocking much of the view. The mist turned to a light patter of rain against the hood of Gwain’s cloak and then to a steady thrum. Near the top of the island, the pegasus broke through the clouds, and they had an unobstructed view down the long, green-swathed slope of the mountain to the sea.

Gwain wanted to comment on the extraordinary view or ask questions about the canopy below, but the ride itself was requiring considerable effort. Hanging onto a wet pegasus in the rain without tack was no small feat, and he took advantage of the lull to sit up straight and catch his breath. They circled once and then began skimming down through the clouds, lower and lower, until they were once again following the course of a river, though with less visibility in the downpour.

Where could she be taking me? Leopaard had been an inquisitive person. Gwain could easily imagine his father arranging a jungle expedition during his stop on the island and then perishing from some mishap. What he could not imagine was his father abandoning the people who’d been loyal to him all the way from Maijha. If she tells me that he has taken some secret retirement here, I’ll know this is a trap.

Gwain judged it was near midnight when they dropped down beside a lone hut on the edge of a muddy estuary where the river met the sea. He thought he saw a settlement on the far side of the river, though it was difficult to be sure in the wet darkness. “One moment,” said Andromache as she slid off her pegasus. She returned with a pack over her shoulder.

“Is this your hut?” asked Gwain.

“I use it sometimes.” She stopped to adjust the pack. She was peering towards the ocean, but not in the direction of the settlement across the estuary. She was looking the other way, towards something tall and shadowy well out from the shore.

Gwain thought it must be a rocky island. He glimpsed the white froth of waves around its base. Oh...

“Are we going to the Order of the Toothed Crane?”

Andromache turned to look at him, her face unreadable within the shadows of her cloak.

“My friends were there recently,” explained Gwain. “They asked about my father. Councilor Stravos insisted that he’s dead. Did he die on the island?” Did they kill him? As unpleasant as that idea seemed, it was a story that Gwain could believe.

Andromache hesitated. “In a manner of speaking. Listen, the cranes sleep at night, but they can wake, and they are vicious if provoked. It’s important that you do as I say and not make any unnecessary noise.”

“I can do that,” said Gwain.

*  *  *  *
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Silveo was climbing stone steps, going round and round a tower. He didn’t have a lamp, but he was holding something that glowed golden. A feather? It was difficult to look directly at it. The shape felt like a knife handle against his palm.

He was amused to find himself attired in creamy lace and blue velvet. His favorite white leather hat with its iridescent, blue feather perched between his ears. His boots were trimmed in feathers. He had bells in his tail, and they chimed softly as he climbed.

The tower had no windows. Silveo felt like he ought to know where he was, but he didn’t. He reached the top at last and saw a bedchamber combined with a sitting area. No lamps were lit, but a fire crackled merrily before a high-backed sofa. Tapestries of sailing ships hung behind the grand four-poster bed. Through the half-open wardrobe, Silveo glimpsed rows of neatly hung shirts and waistcoats in tasteful gray and tan and cream. The desk beneath the large window was neatly stacked with books and papers. Nautical charts and maps lined the walls around it, along with a few antique weapons. Diagrams of a little sailboat hung over the mantle.

Silveo thought he knew where he was. He crossed the cold stone floor, over a wool rug, towards the warmth emanating from the fireplace. He could hear voices now, murmuring softly over the crackle of the flames. He wondered if perhaps he shouldn’t interrupt them.

But he was here. And surely that meant he was wanted.

He came around the sofa and found Gerard and Thessalyn sitting companionably before the fire. Thess was wearing her white minstrel’s robes, and Gerard was wearing a linen shirt and trousers of some expensive, but innocuous, dun-colored material. Silveo sat down on the arm of the couch. “Gerard, your early home is just as princely and proper as I would have expected. It’s sickening.”

“Silveo!” Thessalyn’s smile was welcoming.

Gerard held out an arm. “I was just telling Thess some of the things that happened before Dakar made the bridge. Thess sort of knows what happened afterward. Not perfectly, but most of it.”

Silveo was still looking around. “This was your room before you fled Holovarus?”

Gerard nodded. “I know it looked better after Elizabet got hold of it.”

“That peacock window was something,” agreed Silveo.

“It’s gone now...” Thess spoke slowly, brow furrowed in concentration, as though dredging the information from some deep place. “A wyvern came through it and...and took the roof off?”

Silveo nodded. “I’m sure the Holovars have repaired it by now. Not sure about that stained glass, though.”

“I used to sneak through it,” said Thess wistfully. “Alsair used to fly me up.”

Silveo smiled. “Gerard told me.”

“Come sit with us,” said Thess, and Gerard patted the sofa beside him.

Silveo hesitated. Then he took off his hat, laid it on one end of the sofa, and came over to them. The glowing knife or feather seemed to have evaporated.

“The part of our story between Maijha Minor and crawling into Gerard’s lap in the sand dunes isn’t very pretty.”

“I know,” said Thess. “Gerard says he was a galley slave. He says you lost your tongue. It sounds like a epic ballad. You’re here, so it must have a happy ending. Tell me?”

Silveo still wasn’t sure he wanted to talk about that dark time. But he sat down beside them, and Gerard promptly pulled him across his lap to land in the middle. Silveo laughed. Epic ballad. “Alright.”

*  *  *  *
[image: image]


The pegasus glided over the beach and then out across the waves. The spire of rock was farther off than it had looked in the moonlight. The craggy shape seemed to loom larger as they approached, flying low over the water. Shallow seas tossed beneath, frothy with white-capped breakers.

The pegasus were flying dangerously close to the water. Gwain suspected that they did not want to be spotted by anyone or anything in the upper crags. He noted the lights of a settlement near the foot of the rock facing the shore, but they winked out of sight as the pegasus flew around the back of the island, where it faced the open sea.

Here the waves roiled and crashed at the foot of the cliffs. Gwain’s stomach clenched as the pegasus dipped even lower, winding between the jagged outcroppings, so that they were misted with sea foam. A cave mouth loomed ahead—large, but partially submerged.

As they passed beneath the dripping ceiling, Gwain caught a strong, acrid odor. An instant later, the pegasus touched down on muddy rock. The cave was much darker than the moonlit ocean, but as Gwain waited, his eyes began to adjust. He had an impression of a soaring ceiling, hung with elaborate rock formations. The cavern floor beneath was partially submerged and broken by mounds and curtains of rock. Gwain glimpsed indistinct movement here and there in the darkness above. He couldn’t quite make out what was causing it.

Andromache remained atop her pegasus, ears pricked, still and listening. Gwain thought that she, too, was waiting for her eyes to adjust. An instant later, the rain stopped, the fitful clouds parted, and Gwain got a good look at the cavern.

It was full of roosting cranes. They hung like bats from the walls and ceiling, wrapped in cocoons of leathery wings. Some of them looked as tall as a ship’s mast. They stirred and stretched in their sleep, creating a constant low rustle. What Gwain had taken for mud underfoot was composed entirely of their droppings, probably to a great depth. Well you did see some amazing places before you died, Father.

A cloud scuttled across the moon again and plunged the cave into darkness. Andromache maneuvered her pegasus alongside Gwain’s, so that she could lean close and murmur, “This is as far as my friends will come. Are you still with me?”

“Absolutely.”

So they slid down and Andromache led the way further inside, moving along a natural shelf of rock against the wall. They walked for some time with the crash of waves becoming steadily softer behind them, the rustle of sleeping cranes louder, and the drip of cave water more distinguishable from the patter of rain. Andromache stopped at last, presumably to get her bearings, and Gwain could not resist whispering, “Did he come here to see them? I can think of worse reasons to die. What astonishing animals!”

Andromache glanced around at him, and her teeth flashed in a smile. “They are, aren’t they?”

“Do they lay eggs?”

“Yes—very thin shells, somewhere between a bird and a reptile.”

“Are they not birds, in your opinion?”

“I’m not sure. They are rather like flying crocodiles in some ways.” She began moving again, hugging the wall of the cave. They were not on any kind of true path, and the guano underfoot was slippery. Gwain focused on not breaking a leg.

At last, they came to a fissure in the rock wall—a tunnel that wound into the inky blackness. Andromache produced something from her pack that Gwain hoped was a torch. Only after they’d walked a fair distance in the dark did she light what turned out to be a small dark lantern.

Gwain saw that the walls of the tunnel narrowed further ahead and that they would soon have to crawl. The material underfoot now was sand and not crane dung, although it had a silty quality that made him suspicious. “Is this tunnel underwater at high tide?”

Andromache nodded.

“You really need to tell me where we’re going.”

She didn’t stop moving. “We’re almost there. Patience.”

Gwain followed Andromache on hands and knees until the tunnel narrowed to such an extent that it was impossible to continue. She set her lantern on the sand and crouched before the narrow fissure. The widest part was at the bottom, but Gwain doubted either of them could squeeze through. “It gets wider again beyond this,” she said.

Gwain frowned. “Are we meant to dig our way further?”

“That’s been tried.”

It was at this moment that Gwain realized he could see light on the other side of the opening. He’d mistaken it for their own lantern reflected off the sand, but, in fact, the dim glow came from some other source. Are we breaking into the Order of the Toothed Crane? Is that someone’s room on the other side?

Gwain put his eye to the crack. Another eye appeared suddenly, and he gave a startled lurch backwards. Gwain caught an impression of a pale, haggard face, framed in nearly white hair.

A whisper, “Andromache? Is that you?”

Gwain’s stomach dropped. Dimly, he registered that Andromache had not moved. She didn’t seem startled at all. “It’s me. I’ve brought someone to see you.”
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Chapter 43. Prisoners
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“So what will you do now?” asked Thessalyn after they had talked about the past and then the present, and finally sat gazing into the flames. “If you are not sailing to the Pendalons, then what? Will you go back into Wefrivain? Or are you done with that place?”

Silveo glanced at Gerard. I know what you want to do.

But Gerard surprised him. “I think Azure Bay is a good place to start. Dakar wants to go there, to help with their growing wyvern population. Isabell Azure is young, but she’s smart, and she was an unexpected ally to Holovarus during the crisis last fall. She could be an excellent trade partner, since Azure Bay is the only reliable watering stop between the Sunkissed Isles and Holovarus.”

Thessalyn smiled. “We got married there. I remember the air smelled sweet, like flowers. I danced on the beach.”

Gerard squeezed her hand. “What do you want to do, Silveo?”

Silveo shrugged. “Sail the Fang. Can’t see myself as a merchant, though. Merchant escort, maybe? Privateer, more like. Although, I suspect I’ll be more in the line of political escort to Holovarus’s ambassador, since that is what you will be doing.”

Gerard started to say something and stopped.

Thessalyn grinned. “It does seem like you enjoy representing your family’s interests around the islands, Gerard. And it sounds like they need it.”

“I...I do enjoy that,” said Gerard cautiously. “And it would be wonderful to be able to go home now and then.” He licked his lips. “What do you want, Thess?”

She leaned against his shoulder and sighed. “I’ve complained too much about how you’re keeping me here, haven’t I? But it’s not so bad, now that I’ve figured out how to bring you for visits. Does it really matter what I want?”

Gerard sputtered. “Of course it matters!”

“Gerard,” she said softly, “I’m dead.”

He sat up, glanced at Silveo, then looked hard at Thessalyn. “No,” he whispered, “you’re not.”

*  *  *  *
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“Father!” Gwain found himself trying, absurdly, to enlarge the rocky crevice with his hands.

Andromache had come to life behind him. “Keep your voice down!” she hissed. “The pegasus are still exposed out there on the ledge. They can’t shelter in this tunnel like we can. Do not make me regret bringing you here!”

Gwain blinked hard.

On the other side of the rock wall, an unsteady voice whispered, “Gwain?”

Gwain collapsed at the base of the wall, overcome with emotion. He thrust his arm into the largest space near the bottom. “Father...I thought you were dead.”

Another hand closed around his own, cold and bony, but the size and shape he remembered. “I thought you were as well.” Leopaard wrapped both of his cold hands around Gwain’s and they stayed that way for a moment.

Then they both started talking at once. “How did you end up here?” demanded Gwain. “I am going to get you out. Are you a prisoner? Is Uncle Adolphi involved? Tell me who did this.”

At the same time, Leopaard said, “Andromache brought me news of you now and then, but it was difficult to be certain of anything. I never thought you’d come here. Gods, it’s good to hear your voice. No, your uncle had nothing to do with this. Yes, I am a prisoner of sorts, although I escaped into the tunnels beneath the dungeons last fall. It’s not the first time, although it may be the last.”

“It’s good to hear your voice, too, Father.” Gwain lay down on his belly so that he could look through the wider space at the bottom. His father did the same, and they were suddenly face to face in the flickering lamp and candlelight. Leopaard’s blond hair had gone mostly white. His filthy clothes were made of some kind of sacking tied with twine. But his smile—the one that he’d always had for his son—hadn’t changed at all.

“I was going to sail to the Pendalons to find you,” whispered Gwain. “To tell you that the wyverns have been driven from their temples, that Morchella is dead, that you can come home.”

Leopaard laughed—a creaking sound, as though he were out of practice. He broke into a fit of coughing. Gwain didn’t like the deep, wet gravel of it. “You succeeded,” managed Leopaard. “I knew you would.”

That’s debatable. “Father, we have to get you out of here.”

Leopaard got his cough under control. “I have been trying to dig out, but the floor turns into rock not far down. I’m chipping through stone. It’s slow going, and my efforts are erased with each high tide, when the tunnel floods with sand. I spend half the night digging to reach my starting point in rock.” He sighed. “And I am growing weaker, unfortunately.”

“I have brought help for that,” said Andromache, maneuvering around Gwain to push a parcel through the opening. “Here’s food, more candles, and something for that cough.”

Gwain rounded on her. “Why didn’t you tell me? I could have brought more!”

“More weight, more risk for my friends,” shot Andromache. “I have been doing everything I can, Prince Maijha! I was not sure that bringing you here was the right decision. I’m still not. I repeat: please do not make me regret it.”

Gwain shut his eyes, opened them again. I can come back, now that I know.

Leopaard cut into his thoughts. “Andromache has kept me alive at great personal risk, Gwain. Please do as she asks.”

Gwain wiped at his face. “I will.” I just want to get you out of here right now. “Father, please tell me what happened.”

“I was imprisoned by Stravos and his followers,” said Leopaard. “Most of my people believed I was dead and sailed on without me. I suppose they found it expedient for someone to pretend to be me once they reached the Pendalons. I don’t blame them. I escaped several times, but was always recaptured before I could reach the mainland. Most exits to the mountain tunnels are near the top of the spire, through well-trafficked passages. I found this tunnel, but, as you can see, my attempts to enlarge it have been futile. Andromache has been bringing me food and candles. Otherwise I probably would have perished over the winter.”

Gwain was bewildered. “Why would Stravos do this? How did—?”

Leopaard was looking past him at Andromache. “Forgive me, Gwain, but you may not have much time here. Andromache, have you visited Marisol and Lorenz this month?”

She nodded. “They are well, undiscovered, and safe.”

Leopaard swallowed. “And...and the other one?”

“Still alive,” said Andromache softly, “still asleep.”

Leopaard shut his eyes. “Thank you.”

“Your wife and child are here?” asked Gwain hesitantly.

Leopaard raised his head and gave Gwain an appraising look, incongruous on his dirty, haggard face. He nodded, saying nothing.

“What—?” began Gwain, but Andromache shook her head.

“We cannot stay here long. The pegasus will not wait. Say your goodbyes, and make your plans for later.”

Goodbyes? “I’m not going anywhere,” said Gwain. He made an attempt to wriggle under the wall. He was smaller than his father, but not small enough. The jagged edge of the stone floor under dug into his shoulders and back. Andromache was a little smaller through the shoulders, but a glance told Gwain that she wouldn’t fit, either.

Gods, I wish I’d brought Tzu. “I am staying,” repeated Gwain. “I’ve got enough food and water in my pack until I find my way into the fortress. Father, can you draw me a map of the tunnels? Here...” He dug out a notebook and pencil. “Anything about guards or populated areas would be useful.”

“This is a terrible idea,” said Andromache. “Your father has been trying to escape for two years.”

“My father is not a trained assassin,” snapped Gwain. He only dodges them.

“She’s right, Gwain.” Leopaard sounded reluctant, but resigned. “I appreciate your wanting to stay. But this island is exceedingly dangerous, and I would be devastated if you were to die while trying to rescue me.”

“I won’t be alone for long.” Gwain hated the pleading note that had come into his voice, but he could not bear the idea of flying away now. “I have friends, ships. If Andromache will take a message, I will soon have reinforcements. We will get you out of here.”

Leopaard smiled. “I believe you, Gwain. You’ve always been the most determined person I’ve ever known.”

Don’t say that. It’s not actually my best trait.

Before Gwain could think of how to respond, his father continued, “Come back for me, son. Consider the situation, and come back with a plan. I am certain I can hold out another yellow month. Perhaps longer. I was very ill last winter. I thought I would die, but I got better. I’m not so easy to kill.”

But getting easier every day, thought Gwain. He did not like the sound of that cough one bit. Another thought occurred to him, “Could we negotiate for your release? Do the Cranes want money? I would give a great deal to get you back without risking your life or endangering your health further. Why did they take you to begin with?”

Leopaard looked at him and was silent. You don’t want to tell me. Gwain was puzzled more than hurt by this. His father had always been open with him about state secrets. What on earth would prompt you to think that any piece of information is not safe with me? He realized an instant later that Andromache must know, and that did produce a flare of hurt feelings. You trust this stranger more than me?

“Gwain, there are some complexities here that...that I don’t think I can explain in a few sentences.”

“So they won’t negotiate?” continued Gwain stubbornly. “They only want one thing from you, and it’s something you won’t give them?”

Leopaard swallowed. “Yes. I will explain, but not right now. I know this must seem terribly ungrateful after you’ve come all this way...”

Gwain put his hand under the wall again to close around his father’s skinny arm. “Do what makes sense to you, Father.” He took a shuddering breath and forced out bitter words, “Maybe it would be best for me to retreat and plan a rescue with my friends and crew.”

To his surprise, Andromache patted his shoulder. He glanced up at her, caught the look of sympathy, and said, “Can we at least stay long enough for him to draw me a map of the tunnels?”

Andromache looked towards the exit, then back at Gwain. She sighed. “Alright.”
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Chapter 44. Not as Nimble
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It was perhaps a quarter watch before dawn by the time Gwain and Andromache reentered the big cavern. In spite of all the excitement, Gwain was beginning to have difficulty focusing. He’d been up early that morning to deal with Adolphi Maijha—a momentous meeting that had been so overshadowed by his father’s appearance that Gwain had all but forgotten about it. He’d ridden a pegasus bareback through the rain all the way across the island. He’d experienced a wildly swinging pendulum of emotions. Now he still had a long journey ahead in the smallest hours of the night, and he felt drunk with exhaustion. He considered every step over the slippery cave floor. It would be a great shame to die in some absurd way at this point.

His father had been able to provide a fair amount of information about the mountain’s interior, as well as the comings and goings of the crane cult. The two of them had passed a journal back and forth, Leopaard drawing and Gwain scribbling notes while his father talked. There had been moments when it felt almost like working on some project together during Gwain’s childhood. I never thought we’d do this again.

He could sense that Andromache was torn, but at some point, she’d resigned herself to leaving later than she would have liked. Once she’d made the decision to wait, she didn’t complain. Still, when at last father and son said their farewells, she walked very quickly back down the tunnel. As they reentered the great cavern, she took advantage of the brief flashes of moonlight to go even faster. Gwain could see that the tide was rising. In some places, water was licking at the base of the shelf on which they walked. The ledge where the pegasus waited must be growing precariously close to the waves.

What if they didn’t stay?

Gwain finally got a clear view of their rendezvous point, silhouetted against the brighter sky. For a moment, he feared the worst, but then one pegasus stood up, followed by the other. Andromache made no sound, but raised a hand in greeting.

Gwain’s mind was already moving forward to his bed aboard the Defiance and then the conversation he would need to have with Gerard, Silveo, Silas, and Anaroo. I believe we can organize a tidy rescue. The Order of the Crane may be ferocious, but they’ve never had to deal with the Guild of the Cowry Catchers...or Silas Ackleby.

At that moment, one of the pegasus leapt into the air in a startled flurry of wings. The other screamed—a piercing sound that echoed off the walls of the cave. The animal appeared to be caught by something that gripped one of its forelegs. It thrashed wildly, but could not pull free.

Its body was jerked back and forth as a massive shape hauled itself onto the ledge. A flippered crocodile. Gwain stared in horror as the monster readjusted its grip for a killing snap. In the instant’s respite, however, the pegasus managed to wrench itself upwards on wildly beating wings. It shot into the dark sky and was gone.

All around the cave, toothed cranes were stirring, making a low clucking noise, occasionally an annoyed shriek. Some of them dropped from their perches to sail around the shadowy cave.

Andromache stood perfectly still. Gwain spoke without moving. “Should we go back to the tunnel?”

“No good. They’d notice us. And the tunnel will be underwater soon.” She took a deep breath. “If we wait quietly, they might settle back down. Kaliapi—the uninjured pegasus—might come back.”

They stood in tense silence on the slippery ledge, now perilously close to the dark, crocodile-infested water. Gwain felt fully awake, at least, his sleep-deprived senses jangling with every heartbeat. Silhouettes near the mouth of the cave were undoubtedly more distinct. Dawn would soon be upon them. Perhaps it already was, hidden behind the bank of clouds.

This is my fault. “Andromache, if you can get one of those pegasus to return, you should go on without me. I can sit still and quiet all day.” You know I can if you’ve read my journals.

“You’d be dead by nightfall,” she said matter-of-factly. “One pegasus can carry us both, at least as far as the mainland.” But Gwain could hear the doubt in her voice. These were small, jungle pegasus. While they might be able to carry two riders, they would be overburdened and slow. Escape from the cave was looking more and more like it might require some kind of race.

“Are the toothed cranes faster than a pegasus?”

“Yes,” whispered Andromache, “but they’re not as nimble.” She hesitated. “Or as smart.”

Gwain sighed. “Well, if you can get yourself onto and off of the Defiance without me or anyone else any the wiser, then I am certain you can get yourself out of this cave. I do know that it’s my own fault we’re still here, and I will not blame you if you have to leave me behind.”

Andromache smiled without looking at him. She took a deep breath. “Here.”

To Gwain’s surprise, she shrugged off her own pack and handed it to him. It felt nearly empty, having contained little apart from food and candles for his father. Gwain did feel something small-ish and heavy, possibly hoof teeth, sliding around in the bottom. He could have asked questions, but he didn’t. He shrugged off his own pack and shoved hers inside.

“I’m going up there and see whether Kaliapi is still circling,” murmured Andromache. “Maybe I can get her attention. I think you should stay here and come if I motion you.”

Gwain nodded.

Andromache crept along the ledge towards the brighter cave mouth. Gwain watched her approach the spot where the pegasus had stood. There was no sign of the crocodile now, but he could not help holding his breath as she came up onto the exposed rock and peered at the sky. No monster leapt at her from the water.

The toothed cranes, unfortunately, were not settling down. Their clucking and rustling continued in the darkness overhead. Occasionally one passed quite low. Gwain could not tell whether this was intentional or a coincidence.

He was so intent upon Andromache’s silhouette on the ledge and the sounds of the cranes in the cavern that he almost missed the faint ripple in the water which was his only warning.

Gwain lunged forward just as a crocodile burst from the depths. It heaved itself partially onto the ledge in pursuit, only to crash back down with a great splash.

Gwain half turned, afraid to take his eyes off it, and slipped in muddy dung. He landed hard, scrabbling for purchase. He was up again in an instant, but the crocodile was alongside him in the water. Cranes were screaming. Something passed very low overhead and he heard a snapping sound.

Gwain tried to run along the ledge, but he didn’t dare lose his footing again, and it was impossible to go fast. The crocodile lunged—in front of him this time—and Gwain was forced to retreat. The monster was mostly shadows, but he caught the gleam of its rows of teeth. I think I may die here.

“Gwain!” A voice from above.

He risked an upwards glance, but saw nothing. Then a pegasus barreled into him from behind. Gwain had been collected this way a few times before, and he instinctively drew his legs together as the animal tipped its nose under him in a violent toss that allowed him to land awkwardly and somewhat painfully upon its back as it shot upward. He scrambled to get a grip on its feathery mane.

“Andromache!” He was surprised not to be sharing the animal’s back with her. Did she find both pegasus? Did she fall off?

“I’m here. Shut up.” The voice came from just ahead.

“Where?”

“Do you really have to ask?”

Oh. Oh, gods. I really shouldn’t have to ask, should I?

There was no time to consider the implications of what exactly he was riding, because toothed cranes were coming at them from all sides.

Andromache flew a zig-zag pattern through snapping beaks and then shot out into open air. She banked immediately to follow the curve of the island—the sort of hard, perpendicular bank performed by flying animals unaccustomed to riders. Gwain was sliding. He flattened himself against her back, holding on with his whole body.

She said they’re not as nimble... He looked back. A dark cloud of bat-like shapes were boiling out of the cave, shrieking and booming. Andromache’s abrupt turn had left many behind, but not all. Several cranes the size of rowboats were still after them, their toothy beaks half-open in unmistakable threat. I suppose they must swallow small prey whole.

Gwain leaned over Andromache’s neck and shouted. “Can you be something bigger?” Something toothier?

“No!” She was working hard, gaining altitude, but hugging the edge of the craggy island. Gwain understood that she could not simply flee across the strait to the mainland. In a flat-out race, the cranes would win. Andromache had to lose them or at least gain a better lead before attempting to cross.

She’s probably done this before, logic reassured him.

But not with a rider, answered the pessimist in his head.

The cranes were catching up. Gwain couldn’t tell whether Andromache was slowing down on purpose or whether she was tiring, but a half dozen cranes were only a short distance behind them now, hissing and calling. They were almost at the top of the rock spire. The sky was definitely brighter. If Stravos’s people see us, we’ll have a harder time getting in here again to help Father.

Andromache pointed her nose at the sea and dove.

Gwain’s fingers locked in the feathers of her mane. He felt as though he’d left his stomach somewhere overhead. The foot of the cliff rushed at them, white with breakers. Wind whistled past their ears. In the thin pre-dawn light, Gwain’s watering eyes made out what looked like a hole in the rocks below.

His panicking brain delivered the thought, We cannot possibly fit through that.

They flashed through it.

Andromache’s wings folded around him in a tight cocoon, then opened with a wrenching jerk an instant later. Ocean spray blinded Gwain with salt. The roar of the breakers filled his ears. For a moment he thought they were in the sea.

Then the wind was in his face again. He opened his stinging eyes, and saw that they were flying so close to the water that Andromache’s hooves would have dragged if she hadn’t had them tucked tightly against her body. She made a hard beat to gain altitude over the top of a wave. The mainland loomed ahead.

Gwain looked back. A few cranes were still after them, but they would not catch up over the strait. Quite a few were still circling in apparent confusion at the foot of the cliff. Not as smart...

“You lost them!” he shouted. “What a trick!”

“Not yet,” her voice came in a ragged pant. Gwain could only imagine how much energy that dive and violent arrest must have cost her.

“Can we hide in your cabin?”

The answer was apparently no, because they shot over the beach without stopping. The cranes were gaining on them with disturbing speed, their massive wings moving in long, steady flaps as opposed to Andromache’s furious beating. She rose higher, headed for the line of clouds that began some distance up the slopes of the volcano.

That’s where we can really lose them, thought Gwain.

And not a moment too soon. By the time they began flying through streamers of mist, the leading cranes were upon them, diving and taking stabbing snaps like herons in a pool. Andromache was wasting precious energy dodging back and forth instead of flying in a straight line. Gwain could feel her heart hammering beneath him, wings struggling to respond in time as she whipped back and forth between striking beaks.

Just a little farther... The clouds were growing thicker, the attacks of the cranes more random.

Mist closed around them in a solid wall. Andromache was flying pell-mell in a gray, wet haze. Gwain caught his breath and managed, “Can you tell where the cliffs are in this?”

Then a rocky outcropping loomed out of the fog, and they hit it with a bone-jarring crunch.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 45. Still Here
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Silas woke by degrees. He was lying on his side, and he’d somehow ended up in the middle. He was too warm, but otherwise comfortable. Anaroo curled in his arms, her hair a tickle against his nose. Percy was snug against his back, his arms around Silas’s waist.

None of them had remembered to draw the curtains on the stern window last night. As a result, early morning sunlight was streaming into the room.

Silas really was too warm. Which of them shall I wake?

He lay still and sweated.

Ama came to his rescue with a sudden wail. Anaroo and Percy both jumped. Anaroo mumbled, “It’s my turn.” And was up and through the closet door before Percy could quite figure out where he was.

She emerged a moment later with the baby, and went clicking off down the hall. Percy curled around Silas and muttered something only half-coherent. It sounded like a question.

“The cook staff sends up milk in the dumbwaiter,” Silas explained. “Whoever milks the goat puts it in there for us. We’re very spoiled.”

Percy seemed to have fallen asleep again. Silas felt a bit cooler. He dozed.

When he opened his eyes again, the morning light was even brighter. Anaroo was sitting on the edge of the bed, Ama looking alert and cheerful in her arms. The baby was chewing on a leather toy Gus had made for her. She was apparently teething. No one knew exactly when to expect her to do anything, since panauns and fauns developed at different rates, but the teething meant she might begin to eat solid food soon. It all seemed to be going very quickly.

Anaroo placed Ama between herself and Silas. The baby promptly rolled over and attempted to push herself up. Well, that’s new.

Percy twitched awake again. He stretched without letting go of Silas. “You’re still here,” he murmured happily.

Silas laughed. “It’s my bed.”

“It’s your ship. They’re all your beds.”

“Was he gone when you woke up last time?” asked Anaroo. She watched Silas dangle the toy and Ama snatch at it.

“Gone,” said Percy, “and he didn’t...say anything...until recently.”

Anaroo blinked. “Wait, what?”

Silas rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. “Don’t you remember that night, Anaroo?”

Anaroo thought about it. “Yes, but...you never said anything to him? At all?”

“I did yesterday.”

“Silas!”

Percy levered himself up to get a better look at Anaroo over Silas’s shoulder. “What are you talking about?”

Silas shifted to put a hand over Percy’s. “The night of the Holovar’s Ball...the night we slept together...that’s when Anaroo found out she was pregnant. We didn’t announce it until days later, so you probably didn’t know, but...”

Percy pulled away in order to sit up completely.

Silas turned over to look at him. “I should have said something to you. I didn’t mean for you to wake up alone. I thought I would just go back to my room, put on clean clothes, then wake you up, and invite you to breakfast. But when I got back here, I found Anaroo sitting on the balcony. She hadn’t slept all night. She’d been feeling unwell for a while. Glossy and Marlie finally told her why. She didn’t know whether she wanted to...to have the baby.”

Percy’s face looked pale in the delicate morning light. His blond hair was a halo of gold. “Oh,” he said in a small voice.

Silas swallowed. “I did have permission to sleep with you, but I would never have chosen that night if I’d known what was about to happen. I felt terrible that Anaroo had been wrestling with this news while I was...enjoying myself. Also...Anaroo’s people don’t raise children alone or even in pairs. They raise them in groups. I had to convince her that I wanted the child and would be the kind of father that a zed lady expects. It took some effort.”

Percy’s eyes flicked between them. “I didn’t know.”

“I thought Silas had at least spoken to you about what happened that night,” said Anaroo. “I would have if I’d known he hadn’t.”

Silas made a face. “Everything except the baby just dropped out of my head.” He swallowed. “So, Percy woke up alone, and I didn’t say anything about our encounter the next day or any other day for months. And I’m sure that...led him to certain conclusions.”

Percy smiled. “Well, you did leave a note.”

Silas laughed uneasily. “What did I write? I can’t remember. Something terse.”

“‘This is your cabin. Be my engineer.’ And you signed it with a phonetic S.”

Anaroo smiled. “I bet Percy kept it.”

Silas couldn’t meet Percy’s eyes. “Please tell me you didn’t.”

“Of course I did!”

A long silence.

“Percy, I know I don’t always act like it, but I am aware of the compliment of your attention and how little I do to earn it. I am not this special.”

A sad smile. “You are to me.”

Ama chose that moment to struggle up against Silas’s legs and reach imploringly for Percy. He scooped her up. “I’m so glad they decided to have you!” he exclaimed to the baby. “You are magical! And well-worth being abandoned on the morning after.”

Silas smiled. “I love seeing you with my kid, Percy.”

“You are a good father,” agreed Anaroo, “and this is a good way to raise a child. We do not all have to want the same things in bed.”

Percy glanced at her shyly over Ama. “Anaroo, I appreciate your patience with me more than I can say. This has been so much better than I thought it would be.”

Anaroo smirked. “You don’t mind if I pick you up and throw you around now and then?”

Percy swallowed. “I...do not mind.”

Silas licked his lips. “And you don’t mind that I still haven’t...” He made a vague motion to indicate acts of an advanced carnal nature.

Percy shrugged. “Well, you are prickly absolutely everywhere, so...”

Silas winced, but he was laughing.

“I would like to know how you view what we’re doing here,” continued Percy more seriously. “If what you want is an occasional guest in your bedroom, I will conduct myself accordingly. If you don’t want me to see other people—”

Silas made a face. “I know that’s not fair, Percy.”

Percy smirked. “Forgive me, but the idea that you are jealous of my attention is delightful.”

Silas squirmed. “I suppose I never had to see you with other people before. Which seems odd now that I think about it. I know you had boyfriends...”

“When we were in school, I broke up with them every year before you came home.”

Silas passed a hand over his face. “No wonder Zael thinks I’m a monster.”

Percy rolled his eyes. “Zael wants me to finance his career. He does like me, but I don’t think he’d be angling for my undivided attention or scrutinizing my other relationships if he didn’t want money.”

Anaroo frowned. “Why do you let people treat you that way, Percy?”

Percy laughed uneasily. His hand brushed nervously through Ama’s hair. “I’m not sure I’d have any friends otherwise.”

Silas spoke with feeling. “That is absurd. You were the lynchpin of our group back in school. Everyone loved you! You took care of everyone. Except yourself.”

Percy started to say something, and Silas continued, “The person who should have taken care of you let you down. ‘Be my engineer’ is what I should have said back then. I have no idea whether this—” He waved a hand around the bedroom. “—would have worked, but I should have told you the truth about myself, and we should have been sailing together these past twenty years.”

Percy smiled—bright and warm and painfully open. “So what do you want now?”

Silas took a deep breath. The idea of embarking on a public relationship that would be considered unprofessional still filled him with anxiety. Such a relationship would provoke gossip and speculation about his private life, which he’d spent his whole career avoiding.

Anaroo spoke. “I think Percy should come put Ama to bed this evening. Then we’ll see what we feel like doing.”

“I would like that,” said Percy.

“It...might be cards,” said Silas cautiously.

“I would be a bit disappointed if it weren’t.”

“I mean, that might be all—”

“I know what you mean.”

“He might just practice his shuffle for a solid watch,” said Anaroo teasingly, “while saying nothing and scowling.”

Silas rolled his eyes. “You might clean that ridiculous weapon until it can be used as a light source.”

To Percy, Anaroo continued, “Silas is often very dull.”

“I have lived with him before.”

Anaroo grinned. “So you have.”

“May I stay for breakfast?”

“Certainly.” Silas scooted to the edge of the bed. “Then I need to go speak to Gus about our ongoing search for better mooring.” He made a face. “And somehow avoid tipping my hand about last night. He has a sixth sense about these things!”

“I think you can trust him, Silas,” said Anaroo in the tone that meant, “I think you should trust him.”

“I can,” muttered Silas. “I will. Just...one thing at a time.”

“If I am likely to be staying with the Cormorant for a while, would you allow me to address a few cosmetic issues around the ship?” asked Percy.

Silas looked at him narrowly.

Percy sighed. He disentangled a handful of his hair from Ama’s questing fingers. “The lattice-work in the officers’ mess...”

“Ah.”

“The one you’ve got a board nailed over.”

“Yes, I hadn’t noticed it much until the party, and then I could see how it was a bit...shabby.”

“A bit rough, yes,” agreed Percy. “The ship has been through two major boarding actions, possibly three. She’s an antique, and she has taken a beating. The upholstery on some of the chairs has bloodstains, Silas.”

“How much will all this cost?”

Percy shrugged. “I’ll pay for it.”

“You can’t get to your money yet, and I have no idea when I’ll find work again.”

“I have some funds aboard the Anemone. I’ll be careful. Please? I’d really love to dress her up a little.”

He looked so sweetly hopeful. Silas relented. “Alright. Just remember that any ship of mine is a working cargo vessel, not a royal barge. I want to do her justice, but there’s no sense turning her into a floating palace.”

At that moment, there was a thumping against the door in the stern window. They all turned to see a blood bat fluttering against the glass. To Silas’s chagrin, Anaroo jumped up to open it. “Tzu?”

Gwain’s pet burst into the room. So much for keeping this quiet. But Tzu did not seem to register Percy, sitting startled and naked on the edge of the bed, still holding the cooing baby.

“Anaroo,” she panted, “Gwain is missing. I just came from his cabin. The window was open, but his bed wasn’t slept in. The ship’s pegasus say he left with Andromache and some wild pegasus a little after sunset and never came back.”

Anaroo went perfectly still.

“I can’t find anyone who knew where he was going,” continued Tzu in her high chatter. “Not the sailors on watch or any of his officers. Silveo and Gerard don’t know. I...I have been sleeping in Felbane’s nest box, so I wasn’t there.”

Anaroo growled under her breath, “Gods’ blood and scales.” She got up and began throwing on clothes. “Why do you never tell anyone where you’re going, Gwain?” In a darker voice, she muttered, “If Andromache has done anything to him...” She turned to Tzu. “You’ve been to this Temple of Memory?”

“Yes.”

Anaroo glanced around for her bow, saw it still beside the bed. “Wait for me in the nest boxes. We’ll fly over.”

Silas didn’t like the sound of this. “You’re not going alone, are you?”

She shot him a fond smile. “You have many skills, my love, but combat is not among them.”

“You’re not reassuring me,” said Silas.

“I’m pretty good with a sword,” offered Percy, “though maybe a bit rusty.”

Anaroo shook her head, but Silas could tell she was thinking. “I have a better idea.”
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Chapter 46. Red in the Rain

[image: image]


Gwain came to himself, drenched and shivering. He was lying on a steep, windswept slope, boxed in by fog. Rain pattered steadily against the ferns and black volcanic rock. Mud ran in rivulets around him, seeping into his half-shredded cloak.

And there was red. Everywhere.

Gwain struggled to hands and knees. He thought for one moment that he was lying in a pool of blood. He couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. He only felt bruised and scraped. He raised a bloody hand to his face.

Not blood. Feathers. Sodden, crimson down, clinging to the ferns and rocks, blowing in the wind. One long primary feather was sticking in his hair. Gwain plucked it out and stared at it for a moment. A trace of actual blood came away on his fingers. “Andromache!”

Gwain staggered to his feet on the perilous incline, slipping in the mud. He couldn’t see more than a few paces in any direction. He tried to think. It’s too wet for feathers to blow very far.

He was still wearing his pack. Gwain dug around for rope and a climbing grapple, made fast to a nearby rock, and then began to move in concentric circles from the spot where he’d woken. The rope saved him a moment later when he nearly stepped over a precipice. A glance downward revealed a modest drop that would, nevertheless, have been fatal under the circumstances. There was a bit of an overhang beneath, sheltered from the wind and rain. Gwain thought he saw a dry spot near the back where one might be able to build a fire.

“Andromache!”

He found her on his third pass farther up the slope—a mound of blowing feathers, bright crimson against the green ferns. One wing lay crushed beneath her. Her right front leg was twisted and obviously shattered. Her eyes were glazed, her nose cold. Gwain felt certain she was dead until he pressed two fingers against her throat and found the thready beat. He watched her sides for a moment and caught the shallow breathing.

Gwain knelt beside her head in the gray fog. He spoke directly into one cold ear. “Andromache, you need to shift. You need to heal yourself. I can’t carry you like this.” He thought she took a slightly deeper breath, but that was all.

Gwain felt like a monster, but he raised her head in both hands and shouted at her. “Andromache, wake up! You have to shift! Do it now! You’ll die!”

Gwain wondered whether he might be able to drag her if he used the rope, especially since it would be downhill all the way. She was not a very big pegasus, but still probably too much for one faun in the rain. “Andromache!” He shook her so hard her teeth rattled.

At last, her eyes fluttered. Her lolling head gave a weak jerk.

“Shift!” Gwain shouted at her. He remembered how Dakar struggled to shift when she was very tired, how she returned to her wyvern form under stress.

Andromache snorted, sending a fine spray over Gwain’s face. Her eyes seemed to focus for a moment. Her whole body shuddered, flickered.

Nothing else happened.

This is her truest form, Gwain realized. The one that’s easiest for her. She is too exhausted to change.

“I’ll build a fire here,” Gwain heard himself say. “Maybe there’s some dry kindling under that ledge.” He got up and staggered back down the slope. He was surprised by a clatter of loose rock and a squelching noise behind him.

Gwain turned to see Andromache on her feet—a ghost in the mist. Her head hung low, ears flat. Her mangled right wing dragged behind her, and her left foreleg dangled at a sickening angle.

Gwain was amazed that she’d made it to her feet without screaming. She hobbled towards him—one step, two... Then she made a guttural moan, flickered all over, and was suddenly something much smaller—a naked shavier woman, who collapsed at once into the mud.

Gwain came running.

*  *  *  *
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Gerard woke to the sound of someone rapping loudly on his cabin door. The sun was well up, judging from the light coming in around the porthole window. Gerard felt a little guilty. There was a time when he’d woken with the sun nearly every morning. But if I can only see Thess in my dreams, I’m likely to keep sleeping later and later.

Silveo was in the chair by the dresser, a book open in front of him. The knock came again as he stood. “I’m coming, I’m coming,” he muttered. And then, as he opened the door, “Is this an emergency that requires clothes? Because you’ll have to wait a moment.”

“It’s an emergency that requires guns.”

Gerard was surprised to see Anaroo standing in the doorway. Silveo looked taken aback as well. “Did I miss an appointment for target practice?”

“No,” said Anaroo. “Gwain is missing, and I think he might have gotten himself into trouble.”

Silveo turned and snatched his shirt off the back of a chair. “Tzu came by looking for him not long ago. I gather she didn’t find him?”

Anaroo shook her head. “She’s waiting for us in the nest boxes. Gwain went off with that museum owner last night, and he didn’t come back.”

Silveo looked unimpressed. “Well, I did get the impression that was the intended outcome. Haven’t they been exchanging letters? Or...live insects or something? Surely that’s Gwain’s equivalent of a box of flowers.”

Anaroo screwed her eyes shut. “Andromache came to see me after the party a few days ago. I...I should have said something then. She came and went from my balcony in a very strange manner.”

Silveo hopped into his trousers. “How strange?”

“If my suspicions are correct, swords and bows won’t do us much good. We’ll need guns.”

“Oh, dear.” Gerard started to get out of bed, realized he was naked, and reached awkwardly for his trousers on the floor.

Silveo still didn’t sound impressed. “If you thought she was a wyvern, why didn’t you say something earlier?”

Anaroo threw up her hands. “Because she’s a faun! Because she was friendly! She was cautious, but she asked the right questions. She...” Anaroo licked her lips. “I thought she was good for him. And I didn’t really consider the way she disappeared until now. She does have many pegasus friends, so maybe I’m wrong, but...”

Silveo sighed. “We’re coming. Give us a moment to put ourselves together.”

*  *  *  *
[image: image]


As a shelt, Andromache was much easier to carry. Gwain wrapped her in his bedraggled rain cloak. Hers seemed to have vanished. Maybe she couldn’t incorporate clothing when she shifted. That’s why she handed me her pack, he realized. She didn’t want to lose it.

He remembered the night of their first encounter in his cabin. She put the wyvern fang in her mouth, because she could still carry it that way as a pegasus. She had leapt out the window, and Gwain had heard a splash. I thought she jumped into the sea, but that must have been her hoof teeth hitting the water. I wonder how many she loses.

This thought prompted him to dig in her pack for the pair he’d felt earlier. They would make the journey down the steep, muddy slope much safer. The shoes fit him reasonably well. We are nearly the same size.

This done, he looped the rope around his waist, hoisted Andromache over one shoulder, and started for the ledge. Gwain was starting to shiver uncontrollably. Andromache’s breathing was terribly shallow, although she did seem to have healed her wounds when she shifted.

Gwain had been right about the outcropping. A little space at the back was mostly dry. He found a few desiccated fern fronds and even a gnarled tree with a few dead branches. To this pile, he added the small sack of coal from his emergency pack. The fire blazed up with gratifying intensity, and Gwain pulled Andromache as close as he dared to the flames. He stripped off most of his own wet clothes and laid them out on a rock. Then he crouched over the fire, rubbing his hands and trying to keep his teeth from chattering.

He noted that the rain had stopped. They were still boxed in by clouds, though the mist glowed faintly. Weather seems to change quickly up here. He hoped for sun and a better glimpse of their position, but didn’t feel he could count on it. If we can just get warm...

He ate a little of the ship’s biscuit from his pack. Andromache’s face looked pale amid her red hair. Her lips looked an unhealthy bluish purple. Still, she seemed to be breathing more deeply. Get warm, he thought again.

Gwain lay down on the other side of the fire. He shut his eyes and fell immediately asleep.

*  *  *  *
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The front door of the Temple of Memory was locked, but Anaroo remembered Gwain’s description of the domed roof and its slanted windows, designed to let in light and air, but not rain. Dropping down on a rope was no great feat for a practiced climber. Silveo could have done it, but there was no need to risk two, so Anaroo went in first and unlocked the front door from the inside.

Gwain must have loved this place, she thought as she threaded her way between the display cases and standing skeletons. If anything would cause him to let down his guard and make stupid decisions trying to get close to someone, it would be a place like this.

She’d been secretly hoping to find the two shavier curled up in bed in some back office, embarrassed by the interruption. Gwain would remonstrate with her about intruding on his private life. Anaroo would apologize profusely. Andromache would offer them breakfast, and Silveo would make crude jokes. Gerard would add a touch of class, and everybody would be friends. I’m probably wrong about her, thought Anaroo. I’m overreacting.

But Tzu didn’t think so. “She had a fossa wandering in and out,” said the bat with distaste. “She has secrets. I can smell them. Be careful.”

Anaroo didn’t encounter any fossa, but the office at the back of the room was locked with no sign of recent occupants. Silveo and Tzu both sniffed around the floor. “Nobody here since yesterday morning,” said Silveo, “possibly the day before. I can pick the lock on this office...”

“Do it,” said Anaroo.

Gerard strolled around the immense, sunlit room with his hands in his pockets. “What a curious place. Gwain must have been enthralled.”

“I’m sure he was,” said Anaroo tightly.

“I can see why you thought he should keep talking to her.”

“Yes.”

Gerard froze suddenly. At the same time, Silveo stopped fiddling with the office door. “What?” he said aloud, although no one had spoken.

Gerard turned to look at him. “Can you hear her?” he whispered.

Silveo hesitated. “Yes.”

Both of them stood perfectly still, staring at nothing. Anaroo felt certain they were engaged in that unnatural communication that had been gifted to them by Dakar. “What are you talking about?” she demanded.

Silveo blinked. “Thessalyn,” he said in a near whisper. “I...I think she’s here.”

Anaroo looked around at the hundreds of display cabinets, at the skeletons and taxidermy, at the jars full of creatures floating in spirits. How awful. “Where? How?”

Silveo looked uncharacteristically shaken. “I have no idea.”
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Chapter 47. Compromising
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Gwain woke to the glorious sensation of sunshine against his closed eyelids. He opened them on a prismatic world of beaded moisture, translucent mist, and breathtaking views down the slopes of the volcano to the sea. Most importantly, Andromache had sat up. She looked wobbly and bedraggled, hunched in his shredded cloak, hands stretched out to the embers of the fire. But she wasn’t bleeding as far as he could tell, and she was awake.

“I’ve got ship’s biscuits,” said Gwain, his voice coming in a croak. He didn’t think he’d been asleep for more than half a watch, and he still felt profoundly exhausted. Nevertheless, he went looking for the food in his pack.

Andromache accepted the biscuits wordlessly, and they ate in silence. The sun kept slipping in and out of clouds. Gwain felt he should run up the slope at once and try to get a view of the terrain before they were boxed in again, but his legs felt unsteady, and his clothes had only just begun to dry. I used to be able to go a couple of days without sleep and not feel it so much. Gods, I’m getting old.

Andromache broke the silence. “I should have told you,” she whispered, “before taking you out there.”

Gwain chose his words carefully. “Did you think I wouldn’t want to come with you?”

Andromache did not quite meet his eyes. “I thought you might kill me.”

Gwain stopped eating. “I—” I wrote a book about how to kill wyverns. “Oh.”

Before he could think what to say, Andromache continued, “There have always been a few people like me living in these islands. Living quietly, but not hiding. The shelts and animals here knew that things were bad in Wefrivain. They knew that sentient creatures there ate each other. But they didn’t quite understand how the dragons figured into it. When your book arrived, when they read what you had written, well...they rounded up everyone with wyvern blood and killed them. Or sent them to the Cranes, who ate them.”

Gwain sat very still.

“I know,” continued Andromache, “what it’s like in Wefrivain. For years, I migrated with the pegasus. I understand why you wrote what you wrote. But it did damage here.”

Gwain found his voice at last. “I am so sorry, Andromache. There are so many things about the revolution I precipitated that I did not anticipate and that horrify me now. I thought I was sharing the truth with the world, but...”

Andromache’s fern-green eyes flashed up at him. “I didn’t make contact with you to get an apology, Gwain Maijha. I was trying to decide whether you would help or hurt your father, given the circumstances. And then, I must admit, I became...interested in...” She made a spinning motion with her hands, indicating a great many things.

“My collections?” said Gwain with a smile. “I really did want to show them to you.”

She raised her head to look at the bright sky, damp red hair ruffling in the wind. “Do you still?”

“Yes.”

She looked at his face again, her expression doubtful.

“Your father was a wyvern?”

“I think so. I never met him. I was born as a pegasus—a wild pegasus, speaking only our own language. I grew very slowly. My flock didn’t understand why. When I was four years old, I met a shavier faun on the beach, and that night in the rookery, I shifted for the first time. It was a terrible shock for everyone.”

Gwain was fascinated. “And you’ve been migrating through Wefrivain every year for...how long?”

“About thirty years. And I didn’t migrate every year, but most of them. As I got better at holding my shelt form, I started going into towns. Not just here in the Sunkissed Isles, but also in Wefrivain, trying to understand where I came from...” She lapsed into silence, and Gwain sat thinking.

The plight of fauns in Wefrivain is pitiable, but pegasus are even worse off. Eaten and skinned without a second thought nearly everywhere, hunted for sport. All of this encouraged by the wyverns in their Temples. And she is both.

“That must have been hard,” said Gwain.

Andromache had an expression he recognized—stubborn defiance that was a shield against hurt and loneliness. “It’s complicated. I wouldn’t expect a grishnard prince to understand.”

“You’re half predator and half prey,” said Gwain quietly. “You take the blame for the one and the abuse for the other. You don’t fit anywhere.”

Andromache started to say something and then...didn’t.

“I do understand,” said Gwain.

A moment’s silence. “I suppose you do.”

“Did you truly think I might hurt you?”

“In your books, you don’t compromise much.”

Gwain cocked his head.

She finished very quietly, “You’re kinder in person.”

Gwain laughed. He couldn’t help it. “You think I’m better than my legend?”

Andromache shrugged. “I think your legend would have finished me off just now.”

Gwain smiled down at his hands. “Most people who meet me first on paper are disappointed with my...more compromising self.”

Andromache smiled. “A bit of compromise is good.”

“Are we friends, then?”

“Anyone who has carried me down a mountain at the risk of his own life is someone I would call a friend.”

“Is this what the Cranes want from my father? Information about you or your identity? I gather the local populace doesn’t know...?”

Andromache shook her head. “I’m sure Stravos would love to feed me to his pets, as I do tend to thwart his political maneuvers. But that’s not why Leopaard was imprisoned.”

“Are you accepted in L’shore, then?” pressed Gwain. “The locals know what you are?”

Andromache looked noncommittal. “I was being careful long before your book arrived. The shelts here have their suspicions, but I am a liaison to the beasts, and they need me. They won’t turn on me unless I give them provocation.” She stopped talking. Gwain noted that she’d managed to completely avoid answering the question about his father.

He let it go for now. “Are you healed?”

She rolled her shoulders, turned her neck this way and that. “I suppose we’ll see when I try my other shape again. It takes a lot of energy to shift. I’m not sure I have another change in me at the moment.”

Gwain nodded. “I’ve known wyverns to exhaust themselves and die by shifting too often too fast.”

“The little one...” said Andromache thoughtfully. “You talked about her in your journal.”

“Dakar, yes. You should meet her.” He hesitated. “You’re not going to tell me what the Cranes want from Father, are you?”

“It’s not my secret to tell. I’m sure he’ll share it in time.”

At that moment, a pegasus swooped past the outcropping, banked, and made a low, trilling call. Andromache turned at once and answered in the singing language of wild pegasus. An instant later, three of them were crowding beneath the overhang, chattering and trilling. Gwain realized that they didn’t speak any shelt dialect at all.

Andromache was on her feet, a little unsteady, but with many proffered necks and shoulders to lean against. She turned back to Gwain and smiled. “This is my brother. Well, half-brother.” There followed a singing name that Gwain could not possibly pronounce.

He regarded the red and gold pegasus solemnly and bowed. “I am pleased to meet you, sir.”

“This is our roost-mate, and my cousin,” she continued. “She’s the one who took us out to the rookery. They tell me my other cousin was wounded by the crocodile, but her leg is not broken, and she should recover.”

“Thank you for your help,” said Gwain.

“They are offering to take us back into town,” continued Andromache.

Gwain’s shoulders sagged with relief. “Please convey my deepest gratitude.”
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Chapter 48. Where is She?
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Andromache did not have a residence apart from her museum. By the time they touched down at the backdoor, Gwain was in the final throes of exhaustion. He nearly fell asleep twice on the flight over the island. He’d begun to make banal small talk just to keep himself awake.

“The toothed crane eggs are soft-shelled, you said. I wonder whether temperature affects the sex of the young. It is often so with crocodiles, I believe. Possibly turtles, too. Do they nurture the young, I wonder? You said they were like flying crocodiles, so perhaps not. No brooding? Just leaving the eggs to hatch? Do they bury them somewhere? I can’t imagine how that would work. They must lay them in some sort of nest. I did see a great deal of disparity in the size of the adults. Are the younger ones smaller?”

If Andromache answered these questions, he could not hear her over the wind. When they landed in the alley beside the door, Gwain sat stupidly for a moment. “Well, this has been instructive. May I call again?”

Andromache looked at him pityingly. “Gwain, get down.”

“But I need to go back to my ship.”

“You are not fit to walk down the street, much less fly out to your ship. Come inside. You can sleep here and go back in the evening or tomorrow.”

“Are you inviting me into your home?”

“I am. Get down.”

He got down. Or fell down. Somehow he reached the shell pavement. Andromache unlocked her backdoor, which opened onto a kind of scullery and kitchen, with a brick oven and the pleasant, lingering odor of herbs. “You eat shelt food?” asked Gwain, wondering an instant later whether this might give offense.

“Sometimes.”

Andromache lit a lamp and led the way down a hall, through another door, into a bedchamber that was also a library. Shelves lined every wall, overshadowing the small bed and other furniture. Andromache began hunting around in the wardrobe at once. Gwain realized she was looking for clothes. The tattered remains of his rain cloak were, in truth, quite inadequate and kept providing distracting glimpses of her person.

Gwain backed towards the door. “I’ll just...wait outside.”

“No,” said Andromache. “You should lie down before you fall over.” She let fall the rain cloak and proceeded to unselfconsciously don a tunic and trousers. Gwain caught the shadows of defined muscles in her arms and back, with just a trace of plumpness at her waist and hips. Her nipples looked as dark as her red hair in the low light.

He noticed these things in a flash, without meaning to, and then looked quickly away.

“I’ve made you uncomfortable,” she said, as though just realizing it. “I apologize. Clothes are a constant source of worry and inconvenience. I can’t seem to shift with them as your friend does.”

“I suppose sheltish notions of modesty must seem prudish to you,” said Gwain, “having lived...free of such things for so long.”

“They do a bit,” agreed Andromache as she brushed her hair with a few quick strokes. “But you are an official zed, and I got the impression they haven’t much use for modesty, either.”

Gwain smiled. She really did read that first year’s journal. “You are correct. But I suppose I never quite got over some aspects of my grishnard upbringing.”

Andromache raised one eyebrow at him. “Princely aspects?”

“The royal family is something of a stickler for decorum, yes. But you’ve met my father, so you must know that. How he’s managed to survive in such uncivilized conditions over the past two years, I have no idea, poor fellow.”

“It’s been hard for him,” agreed Andromache. “But he is a good and decent person, which counts for more than being civilized.” She gestured at the bed. “I was serious when I said lie down.”

Gwain sank onto the mattress. He felt that if he actually put his head on the pillow, he would be gone at once. “I cannot believe I was considering helping my uncle in his ill-conceived scheme to retake Maijha. He dangled the smallest bit of fellow feeling, and I was tempted. Gods, I am glad you showed up when you did.”

Andromache folded his tattered rain cloak and came to set it beside his pack. “You never talked about your family in the books you published, and hardly even in your journals. You talk about everything else—other people’s families and cultures, and histories. But never your own. Even though you came from an extraordinary place under extraordinary circumstances. You talk like an impartial observer. But you’re not. You couldn’t be. Because you are...who you are.”

Gwain started to say something and stopped himself. He felt too tired to argue, and anyway, she was right. “You’re not an impartial observer, either. No one is.”

Andromache continued as though he hadn’t spoken, “You write with such conviction, and you are so very smart and earnest and well-meaning. People believe you. They don’t even think about the context from which you’re speaking, or your age when you wrote those things. They just...believe.”

Gwain found himself oddly touched. He didn’t know what to say, so he stood up again and put his hands in his pockets. “When I first distributed my book, no one paid any attention to it. Not in Wefrivain, anyway. A group of well-meaning friends filled it with crass jokes and beautiful music and got a sweet leaf dealer to smuggle it like a new drug. They taunted the Priestess until she overreacted. That’s when it got all the attention. It wasn’t my...earnestness.” He realized that his words might be taken the wrong way and added quickly, “But I appreciate the compliment.”

He looked up to see Andromache gazing at him almost wistfully. “You are impossible to dislike, Gwain.”

He laughed. “Because I don’t take compliments well?”

“No, because you do.”

“I assure you that any number of people have found me very easy to dislike.”

She leaned forward and kissed him.

Gwain was far too tired to overthink this. He wrapped his arms around her waist, drawing her close. The feeling of her breasts against his chest was intoxicating. Her mouth slid open. A hand settled on the back of his neck. This can’t go far, he thought. I’m too tired.

He was about to change his mind, though, when she broke the kiss. Andromache’s warm lips pressed against his ear. “How many girls have tumbled into your bed, Gwain Maijha?”

“Enough?” He was breathing unsteadily.

“The ones you write about seem inexperienced...like they don’t know what they want.”

Gwain’s enthusiasm cooled a bit. “Maybe it’s more that I don’t know what I want. Or that I’m attracted to people who seem...”

“Unformed?” supplied Andromache. “I’m not that.”

“I know.” Gwain caught his breath and, because he was very tired, said what he was thinking. “Are you in love with my father?”

Andromache laughed. “I could be,” she said with a twinkle. “If he were twenty years younger and a shavier faun.”

Gwain startled himself by blushing. That did not happen very often. “I—”

She pushed him gently back down on the bed and stepped away.

“I slept longer than you did last night, and I need to check on my office. You take a nap.”

Gwain wanted to say, I don’t need a nap. I need you to kiss me again. But it would have been a monstrous lie. Time for kisses later. He lay down on the bed that smelled faintly of her and shut his eyes.

He was half dreaming when something tugged at his consciousness. Muted noises. Voices? Gwain forced his eyes open. “Andromache?” In a moment of bleary confusion, he thought she’d returned to the room, but he was alone.

Bang!

Gwain sat bolt upright. He scrambled over the edge of the bed, snatched his pack off the floor, and found his hoof blades. His hands moved without conscious thought. Every ambush, every raid, every hunting season on Maijha Minor was suddenly now, and his senses rallied like a bolting deer. He was out the door, and down the hall in a heartbeat.

Light spilled from a door at the far end. It has to be the crane cult, thought Gwain. They’ve tracked us back here. They want to kill Father and eat Andromache.

As he reached the door, Gwain registered that it had a deadbolt, which fastened from the inside. Intruders into the museum would not have been able to get into her private suite. Not until she opened the door, at least. He peeked around the frame, into an office full of bones and papers. Andromache was standing beyond the far door, in the museum itself, her posture rigid, facing something that Gwain could not see.

The wood paneling near her head had splintered, as though someone had taken a pickax to it. Gwain recognized that particular pattern of destruction. He leapt forward. “Stop!”

At the same time, a woman’s voice said, “That was a demonstration. Take one more step, and I’ll put a hole in you that even a wyvern couldn’t fix. Answer my question. Where is he?”

Gwain doubted Andromache had ever seen a small gun before or understood what they could do. She bolted back towards Gwain, into her office, grabbing the outer door to pull it closed. A striped leg shot into view, blocked the door, and kicked it open.

Gwain darted in front of Andromache to find himself looking down the barrel of Anaroo’s gleaming brass gun. “It’s alright!” he shouted. “I’m here!”

The snarl dropped from Anaroo’s face, and she lowered the weapon at once. “Gwain.”

Silveo slipped in behind her, similarly armed. Gwain noticed that he still had his gun trained on Andromache. “We are sorry to interrupt your morning-after cuddles, but your girlfriend isn’t what you think.”

Gwain spread his arms. He was pretty sure Andromache was still standing behind him, although he was afraid to take his eyes off Anaroo and Silveo. “Nothing about this is what you imagine. I appreciate that you are concerned about me, but please put the guns away.”

Tzu flapped through the door to land awkwardly in his arms, hissing over his shoulder at Andromache. “Dragon! Thief! Kidnapper!”

Gwain cradled Tzu and stroked her head. “She’s not. Please calm down.”

Gerard appeared in the doorway, with an expression that Gwain could only describe as haunted. “Gwain, I am glad to see you well. We came here because we were concerned for your safety, but when we arrived we found...something else. I’m afraid we really do need to speak to your friend, and...”

“And I may still shoot her,” put in Silveo. He didn’t sound like he was joking.

“Why?” asked Gwain in a small voice. He wondered whether he should tell Andromache to flee back through the door with the deadbolt. He wondered why she hadn’t done so already.

“Because my wife is here,” whispered Gerard. “She’s trapped somewhere, talking to herself...singing.”

Andromache stepped suddenly out from behind Gwain. “You can hear her?”

There was a long moment as they all looked at each other.

“Where is she?” demanded Gerard, his voice breaking.

“If she’s in a jar—” began Silveo.

“She’s not in a jar,” whispered Andromache, her eyes darting between them. “I... I promised to keep her safe.”

“Where?” repeated Gerard.

Another pause. Then Andromache seemed to make up her mind. She glanced at Gwain—a look he couldn’t quite interpret—and then walked slowly out of the office into the museum. They all followed her. Andromache threaded her way between the plinths and display cases until she reached the flippered crocodile skeleton beneath the apex of the dome. She reached up and gently rotated one of the teeth.

Click.

The whole top of the platform popped upwards. Andromache pushed it a little higher, the crocodile swaying above on its wires, and they all joined her at the edge. A long wooden box lay within the platform. It was the type of box normally used for funeral pyres. There was no lid.

Within, lay a young woman with hollow cheeks and ashen skin, as still as death, her hands folded across her breasts. Her blond hair had been braided over one shoulder and her white minstrel’s robes lay smooth and straight, as though someone had carefully arranged them.

“She sang with us,” whispered Andromache. “She sang a sky dance near Lecklock one night when the moons were full. I was there...with the flock. I thought...I thought she must be like me. I couldn’t let the Cranes eat her.”
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Part II
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Chapter 1. Alive
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Gerard’s ears were ringing as though someone had struck him. The voices of his companions buzzed, but the words might as well have been pegasus song for all the sense they made.

Gerard stared into Thessalyn’s still, gray face. Her golden hair had lost its luster. It was streaked with white and looked as brittle as straw. The skin was stretched tight over her cheekbones, and the hands that had once wandered skillfully over harp strings had curled like claws. She looked desiccated, a preserved husk of the girl he’d loved. A crone, perhaps, wearing the skin of a younger woman. A kind of monster.

He would have crossed rivers of fire just to hold her.

Gerard heaved himself up and over the high wall of the plinth. He was dimly aware of Silveo trying to follow him, cursing, probably using someone else as a ladder.

Then Gerard was lifting her, crouching over the funerary box. Her skin was cool, but not cold. Gerard was braced for an unpleasant odor, but caught only the scent of cedar from the box. He choked out, “Thess...” She was as limp as a stillborn kitten as he gathered her into his arms.

Silveo crouched across from him, staring, reaching for Thessalyn’s dangling hand. Someone patted Gerard’s shoulder. The space beneath the crocodile was so low that everyone except Silveo had to stoop, and yet they all seemed to be clambering into it.

Andromache’s voice: “She is so fragile; please be careful! I haven’t been able to get her to swallow water for a yellow month.”

How could she possibly swallow water? thought Gerard. This is a corpse.

“Gerard?” The voice came to him like Silveo’s when they spoke to each other through their bond. But this was not Silveo.

He drew back to stare at Thessalyn’s still face. She had not moved. Not a muscle. But the voice spoke again inside his head, tense with excitement and a hint of alarm, “Gerard, are we in the same dream again? I didn’t reach for you, but you feel so close. Is that Silveo? It feels almost like he’s holding my hand. Are you making this dream? It’s very strange.”

“It’s me,” he said aloud, “I’m right here.” He wanted to say more, but he couldn’t get the words out. Nevertheless, he felt her happiness blossom like golden light behind his eyes.

Gwain spoke above his head. “Do be careful with her, Gerard. Apparently, she’s in some kind of hibernation or torpor. She looks dehydrated. I fear you may tear her skin if you go on clutching her like that.”

Gerard deliberately loosened his grip.

Silveo was speaking to Thess in a flood of telepathic chatter, some of it more pictures than words. “You’re not dead, Thess. Leopaard brought you to the Sunkissed Isles, and you were able to heal yourself, but not completely. When he went looking for help, he inadvertently attracted the attention of a cult here that eats wyverns. Another shape-shifter has been hiding you all this time. Her name is Andromache. You... You’re a wyvern descendant. I know this is all a bit much. I’m sorry. But you’ve met Dakar in our memories. You know how she made a link between me and Gerard? Well, it was you. It was a piece of your...mind or soul or essence. And I’m so sorry, but that’s why you haven’t woken up. It’s our fault. My fault mostly. I will fix it. Somehow.”

Gerard became aware of how Silveo’s tail was bristling, how drawn his expression was as he stared into Thessalyn’s closed eyes.

Her voice came at last. “I’m...not dead?”

“No,” said Gerard aloud. He’d never been very good at keeping up a silent conversation. “You are not dead, love.” He was about to say something else about how Silveo certainly did not deserve the bulk of the blame for her situation, but Thess’s voice rang like a bell inside his head. “I’m not dead! I’m not dead! I’m not dead!”

Silveo scrubbed a hand across his face. “Yes, well, you’re far too close to dead for the comfort of those who love you, and—”

Her voice cut across him, “Silveo.”

“Yes?”

“It will be alright.”

“You say that, but you thought you were dead a moment ago.”

“It will be alright,” she repeated, “and I love you, too.”

Warmth spread through Gerard’s chest. If hope is poison, I am surely lost. Silveo bowed his head over Thessalyn’s limp hand, and Gerard saw two silent droplets land and slide down her fingers.

The group around them had grown completely silent. Gwain spoke hesitantly, “Do you want to take her to Dakar?”

“Yes,” said Gerard, smiling through tears that no longer had any trace of sadness. “Yes, I think that’s exactly what we should do.”

*  *  *  *
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In the end, Gerard, Silveo, and Anaroo swaddled Thessalyn in a blanket and returned to the Defiance on griffins. Gwain felt, if possible, less fit to ride home than he had a quarter watch ago. No one so much as blinked when he told them he would see them tomorrow, and they departed without a backwards glance. He knew he needed to explain to them exactly where his father had ended up and the situation with his uncle, but he didn’t trust himself to tell the story coherently. It was also obvious that, for the moment, they would not be able to listen.

The only person from the ship who stayed behind was Tzu. Gwain assured her that he was in no danger, but she said only, “I will not bother you. I will roost in the rafters.”

“You’re no bother,” said Gwain. “I just think you’d be happier and more comfortable if you went home.”

Tzu’s eyes flicked sullenly at Andromache and then back to Gwain. “I felt shame because I have been away from your cabin this spring. So I was suspicious and unfriendly.”

“It’s alright,” said Andromache. “You’ve a right to be suspicious of me. But I do try to be a friend to beasts.”

Tzu looked at her critically. “You are a pegasus.”

“Your natural prey,” observed Andromache.

Tzu shook her large ears. “Gwain has taught me to live at peace with prey.” She gave Andromache a sly look, “And I have taught him to live at peace with beasts. You may thank me later.”

As she fluttered up towards the rafters, Gwain put a hand over his face. “I cannot believe she just said that.”

He risked a glance at Andromache and saw that she was trying not to laugh.

“Truly, she does not say things like that all the time.”

Andromache got herself under control. “Does she think of you as her mate?”

Gwain sputtered for a moment.

“Blood bats form powerful pair bonds,” continued Andromache. “As a natural philosopher, you cannot afford to be prudish about such things.”

Gwain forced himself to consider the question. “I don’t think so. I raised her. I think of her as a child.”

“Well, she’s clearly not a child anymore,” said Andromache. “Is there someone else whom she may see as a mate?”

Gwain sighed. “She has tried to make friends with wild blood bats, but living among shelts has made her so strange that they won’t talk to her.”

Andromache frowned. “The relationship might not be sexual. Blood bats pair off even when they are not breeding.”

“I don’t think...” began Gwain and then he stopped. “Actually...now that you say it like that...there is one possibility.” He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “But I feel too drunk on exhaustion to consider it right now. May I return to your bed? Or any stretch of floor you’re willing to lend. I can’t take your bed away from you; my father did raise me better than that.”

“Will you object if I am also in it?”

“I would not dream of such a complaint.”

“Only to sleep. I move quickly, but not that quickly.”

“Understood. Will you object if I put my arms around you?”

“That is acceptable.”

“Then lead the way.”
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Chapter 2. Nice But Terrifying

[image: image]


Dakar sat in velvety darkness, and yet there was nothing void about it. She could smell pine and feel the sharp crunch of needles and wild grasses under her bare paws. Her hands splayed in sand and shale. Wind moved like a sigh through tree branches overhead. Somewhere far below came the susurrus of the ocean. A voice was speaking quietly—female, elderly. Dakar did not recognize the voice, but she recognized the cadence of a person reading to someone else.

It was a story about heroes who defended their islands from monsters and marauders in ancient times. The dragons in this tale were kindly island deities, who slept often, but occasionally woke to give good advice or to save their people. Dakar listened until she almost forgot why she was here.

At last, she cleared her throat. “Thessalyn?”

The voice read on as though Dakar had not spoken, but another, younger voice said, “Who’s there? Cheshire, stop.” The reader ceased, and only the wind and sea spoke around them.

“I’m sorry to startle you,” said Dakar. “I’m trying to help Gerard and Silveo wake you up.”

A moment’s silence. “You’re Dakar...” said Thessalyn slowly. “I’ve heard you in their memories.”

“Yes,” said Dakar.

Before she could think what to say next, Thessalyn said, “I can make this better for you. Give me a moment.”

To Dakar’s surprise, the world brightened around her—first to vague blobs of green and gray and blue, but sharpening to a wooded cliff, high over empty beaches, with seabirds and the occasional hawk sailing above. A few feet away, a wingless griffin lay with a book between her paws, and Thessalyn Holovar reclining against her hip.

Thess turned white eyes towards Dakar. “This is Cheshire. She was my griffin. They gave her to me at the music school on Mance to be my eyes. She’d been disgraced when she tried to help a faun escape. The lord who owned her cut off her wings and sold her to fetch and carry at the school—a pitiful fate for an old brood griffin who’d given them her children all her life. She was very sad when we met, but we became close, and she was a sort of mother to me. I was allowed to take her when I went back to Holovarus. Her final years were happy, but I miss her still.”

Dakar approached—cautious, but fascinated. The griffin did not look up from her book as Dakar ran her hands over the downy feathers, avoiding the awful stumps where her wings had been.

“At first, I tried to make her as real as possible,” said Thessalyn. “I wanted to talk to her so badly. But she couldn’t really say anything I hadn’t thought of, and it didn’t feel right. It made me sad. So now I only bring her back to read to me.”

Dakar stroked the griffin’s ears. The dream certainly had meticulous detail. “It must have been nice when Gerard and Silveo started showing up.”

“Oh, it was!” exclaimed Thessalyn. “Nice, but terrifying. I was reliving their memories. Or...maybe just living right along with them. I thought I was making it all up at first, but the seeing. Gods. I don’t know how I could have made that up.

“I have seen before in dreams, but I didn’t know what I was doing. It was just shapes and colors. Then, just before I died, there was that bit with the Firebird, but I don’t think I actually saw with my own eyes. I think...” She shook her head. “Anyway, I started dreaming in pictures with Gerard and Silveo, and that took a lot of getting used to. Then it took even longer to figure out which things were really happening, and which things were my own invention. I couldn’t understand why some of the events with Gerard and Silveo were so vivid, and yet I seemed to be missing pieces of the story.”

“It’s the bond,” said Dakar at once. “When they’re using it, a part of you is present. I suppose you might be able to see things they see, hear things they hear. Just like...” She’d been about to say “Mother,” but stopped herself. Dakar couldn’t tell whether Thessalyn filled in the gap.

The blind girl nodded slowly. In the dream, she’d given herself the body that she must have had just before she died. Dakar had never met her then, but noted with a pang the roundness of her pink cheeks and rosy lips, the heavy gold of her hair, her nimble fingers in the grass. She wasn’t focusing with her eyes at all and Dakar ventured, “Are you...seeing now?”

Thessalyn shook her head. “It’s nice sometimes, but it feels...overwhelming. Unnatural. I don’t do it all the time. But I can fill in the dream for you.”

Dakar considered. “I’m not sure you’ll be able to give yourself sight in the real world. I tried to change you from inside your head just now, but you seem very anchored to your form. You did heal yourself, but it took a long time, and you need the missing piece from Gerard and Silveo’s bond to complete the process. You don’t have a lot of wyvern blood, but what you do have has developed in...” Dakar searched for a word, “unique ways. Maybe because you can’t see. You’ve learned to reach out with your mind.”

Thessalyn cocked her head. “And do you think I’ll wake up?” She didn’t sound frightened or anxious. Just curious and vaguely hopeful.

Dakar sighed. “I don’t know. But I think the more you interact with Gerard and Silveo’s bond, the more you will become part of it and take back control of it. Then I think you might wake up.”

Thessalyn’s smile was radiant. It flickered for a moment as she said, “That won’t hurt them, will it?”

“If I broke the bond, yes,” said Dakar. “It might uproot their memories. It might make them...forget each other.”

Thessalyn went still.

Dakar hurried on, “But if you reabsorb the bond bit by bit, I think they’ll be fine.”

Thessalyn looked thoughtful.

Dakar was still standing by the griffin’s bowed head. She stroked the dense ruff absently. “They missed you so much.”

Thessalyn’s hand wandered up and found Dakar’s amid the feathers. “Thank you for taking care of them, Dakar.”

Dakar smiled in spite of herself. “You won’t say that if they end up losing half their memories because of what I did.”

“It will be alright,” said Thessalyn softly.

Dakar glanced down at the griffin again. “I wish I’d had a mother like Cheshire.”

To her surprise, Thessalyn leaned up on her knees and drew Dakar gently down beside her. The griffin was warm and soft at their backs, and Thessalyn put an arm around Dakar’s shoulders as though it were the most natural thing in the world.

Dakar laughed. “You won’t do that after you’ve seen me shift.”

“What makes you think I’ll ever look?”

Dakar let herself be held. She was wearing the form of the black foxling child, and foxlings were practically made for holding. “This is the music school, isn’t it?”

Thessalyn nodded. “The cliffs behind the school where I used to walk with Cheshire. She introduced me to her faun friend. He worked on the grounds. He was a very learned person, stolen in his youth from the Pendalons. He’d been a private tutor before he was sold to the school in his old age. He taught me ancient pegasus songs—sky dance songs. I suppose if he hadn’t, I wouldn’t be here. Silveo tells me that a pegasus shifter has been protecting me because I sang with her once over Lecklock.”

Dakar focused on the alien sensation of being clasped against a warm breast and feeling strangely safe in this dream of a lost time and place.

“Shall I ask Cheshire to keep reading?” ventured Thessalyn. “Were you enjoying the story?”

Dakar snorted. “It was about dragons saving the world and helping people.”

“I would think you might like that.”

“It’s not true.”

“How do you know?”

Dakar was silent.

Thessalyn stroked her hair. “I used to think people like you were gods. Now I just think you’re a lost soul like the rest of us.” She paused and the smile crept back into her voice. “But I still think you can save the world.”

Dakar shut her eyes. “I want to hear the rest of the story.”
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Chapter 3. Curiously Cheerful
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Three days later, Anaroo joined a group of ships’ officers in the Cormorant’s private drawing room. They were to dine together, but first Gwain had a few things to tell them. He’d warned the group that his briefing would include sobering information, but one would never have guessed it by the expressions on the faces of the people who slowly found their way to the table. There was laughter, jokes, and wagers on the anticipated after-dinner games. Indeed, the atmosphere in the room went well past cheerful and might reasonably have been described as jolly.

How generous we all are when we’re happy, thought Anaroo.

Part of the reason for the cheer was obvious. The officers of the Fang and the Defiance had been told two days ago that they would not be sailing for the Pendalons—news that had met with poorly disguised relief. Prospects of lucrative merchant escort work loomed on the horizon. Sailors who’d been considering other employment were suddenly reiterating their desire to remain on the ship’s books.

Gwain himself arrived at the meeting humming a tune that Anaroo did not recognize. He was studying a sheet of paper with a combination of phonetic characters and musical notation.

Anaroo glanced at it over his shoulder. “Is that wild pegasus song?”

Gwain nodded. “They sing stories to each other, but the stories change over time from flock to flock and place to place. When different flocks meet, they mingle the stories and take the best parts of each. They call this ‘foaling’—as though the songs had given birth to new ones.”

Anaroo smiled as she sat down beside him. “You’re learning her language.”

“It’s very interesting,” said Gwain.

“I have no doubt. Is there a written form?”

“Sort of. There are notations in High Grishnard—Shavier, I mean—for the music, but it’s never been given any scholarly attention. We thought—Andromache and I thought, I mean—that a printable version would be of value.”

The table bubbled with friendly conversation as more ships’ officers took their seats. Gerard had an attitude of absentminded goodwill, beaming around at everyone, laughing at jokes that were hardly funny, and talking more than Anaroo had ever heard him. Silveo was wearing velvet and lace and so many earrings that he jingled.

Earlier at target practice, he’d finally told Anaroo the story of his ill-fated attempt to join the Resistance in his youth. He’d finished with, “So you see, I can hardly blame a person for wishing to wear the skins of their enemies. I fully expected to end life as a pair of mittens for quite some time.”

Anaroo had smiled. She was feeling uncharacteristically generous herself. “I take it Thessalyn is doing well?”

“She moved her hand last night when I was holding it,” said Silveo. “This morning, she opened her eyes and took a little water. She was only awake for a moment, but she was so excited inside. Inside our heads, I mean. She says she feels stronger. Dakar thinks that if we keep talking to her through the bond, she’ll wake up.”

Apparently happiness suited Silveo and Anaroo both, because they kept filling up the bullseye, so that they had to stop again and again to clear it. “Did you always love her?” ventured Anaroo at last. “Or did that grow out of...what you have with Gerard?”

“They both walked into my life at the same time,” said Silveo, “but I’m sure I would have killed Gerard if Thess hadn’t made me see what he was.”

“And what was that?”

Silveo thought for a moment. “Have you ever encountered someone the world hasn’t ruined yet? Someone smart enough to know better. Someone who’s taken enough hits to have the hope knocked out of them. And yet somehow they’re still full of optimism and compassion and earnestness? And they’re flashing it around like a fool admiring his wallet in a gambling den, and you just know someone is going to leave them dead in an alley after the game. Then, for no very good reason, you find you have lost your mind and are trying to protect the guileless little lamb, even though you know, based on every experience in your life thus far, that it will end in tears?”

Anaroo was laughing.

“That was Thessalyn Holovar,” continued Silveo, “and Gerard is just like her. Except taller and with more glaring.”

Anaroo almost put her hand on his shoulder and then thought better of it. “I’m glad you’re happy, Silveo.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Now I’m suspicious. You are also tall and glaring, except today you’re not. Did you and Silas manage to create another zed with paws?”

“Gods, I hope not,” said Anaroo in some alarm.

“Then why are you glowing at me?”

“Maybe I am also secretly full of optimism, compassion, and earnestness,” said Anaroo and then, with a scowl, “Alright, it wasn’t that funny.”

“It’s Percival, isn’t it?” said Silveo, who was far too perceptive about these things. “Did Silas finally—?”

“I would ask you to show a bit of discretion,” interrupted Anaroo, glancing behind her at the empty hold, “when discussing the captain’s affairs—” She could have kicked herself. “His business, I mean.”

Silveo kept an admirably straight face. “The captain is going to find that affairs aboard a ship are difficult to keep discreet. Especially when the ship is full of your dearest friends. I recommend cultivating a reputation as an unrepentant whore; then nobody can ever throw it in your face.”

The idea of Silas doing such a thing brought a spasm of laughter that Anaroo couldn’t quite choke down. At last, she said, “He will.” She snickered again and caught herself. “He will talk about it, I mean.” He’d better. “He just needs a bit of time to figure out what to say.”

Silveo raised one eyebrow. “Trial run, is it?”

Anaroo rolled her eyes. “For gods’ sakes, Silveo. He’s lived so long with the idea that being alone keeps him safe, while having intimates puts him in danger. Give him a moment to adjust to the change.”

Silveo raised his hands with a beatific smile. “Nobody will hear it from me. Unlike my nearest and dearest, I am as guileful as they come.” He grinned up at her. “But I’m glad you’re happy.”

Later, when Anaroo walked past the officers’ mess, she heard Silas and Gus laughing and talking over mid-morning coffee. They were still trying to figure out where to moor the ship and discussing possible employment over the summer. Gus was whistling when he left the cabin. Anaroo didn’t think Silas had spoken to him yet about Percy, but Silas’s good humor was spilling over into every interaction.

Percy, meanwhile, was whisking around the ship, making notes on repairs and supplies to beautify her, and chatting about it to anyone who would listen. He had volunteered to teach the children both dancing and swordplay, which astonished Anaroo. She knew he was good with a sword, but had never heard him volunteer to teach. At the same time, she could tell that he wanted to put his arm around Silas in public, would have danced him around the deck if given permission. He was trying very hard to honor the boundaries Silas had set, but was finding it difficult. Patience, thought Anaroo.

Their evenings together felt as natural as breathing, although every time Percy took Ama for a stroll around the ship, Silas would look at Anaroo searchingly, as though to say, “Is this alright?” She would squeeze his hand and grin like they were sharing a secret, and he would relax—a little more every day. And he was in such a good mood—patient with the crew, chatty with Gus, plotting insect expeditions with Gwain.

Silas’s good mood held even when Gwain sat across from him at the table in the private drawing room, and explained how Adolphi Maijha was plotting to take the Cormorant, preferably with Gwain’s assistance. Anaroo forced herself not to turn and glare at her oldest friend. She thought Silas might reasonably say, “And you didn’t come straight back and tell us that very morning?”

Instead, a long silence hung over the conference table. At last, Gerard spoke, “Has he contacted you again?”

Gwain nodded. “Letters daily. I’ve put him off with vague responses about considering his offer. I feel confident that he won’t do anything rash as long as he thinks he can win me to his side. As soon as I definitively reject him, however, there’s likely to be some kind of attack on the Cormorant. Also, if I prevaricate too long, he’s likely to become suspicious. We need a plan for dealing with him.”

“You said his ships are in poor repair?” asked Gus.

Gwain nodded. “They are, but his weapons and people are in fighting trim. These grishnards and griffins are what remains of the Maijhan navy, and they are still formidable. I’m sure officials here in Whileaway will try to quell fights in their harbor, but I have no idea how they’d react to a fight over an airship. Especially, since...” Gwain trailed off.

Silas spoke at last, “Especially since Adolphi Maijha has some legal claim on her.” He sighed. “Even if we manage to hide from him, the Sunkissed Isles are no permanent home for an airship. We’ll have to take her back into Wefrivain eventually. When we do, there may be trouble. Particularly in Maijha.”

Anaroo was sure he was thinking of his home on Ashbeak—an island in Maijhan waters, where he owned a valley and a cave that he’d turned into an airship hangar. Silas had spoken of the place often with fondness, and Anaroo knew he hoped to return once peace was restored. If he was flying an airship stolen from the Maijhan crown, that might be impossible.

Gwain gave an uneasy smile, “As to that, there is someone with more legal claim on her than my uncle. Someone whom I suspect would be happy to draw up legal papers for you.”

Silas looked at him quizzically. “Who?”

“My father.”

Gwain talked.

They all listened. Anaroo had already heard parts of the story, but not everything.

“Two and a half years ago, Thessalyn Holovar was mauled by temple dragons in retaliation for Gerard’s actions the night he spared my life on Maijha Minor,” said Gwain. “My father made a funeral pyre for her that night, but when he visited the body for the last time, he noted that she remained curiously free of decay and there was no odor of death. He held up a glass to her mouth and saw fog. He thought that her wound was surely mortal, but he could not put her on her pyre while she breathed. Yet he could not simply wait for her to pass, as he feared more dragons would arrive to ravage her body if word got around that she wasn’t quite dead. My father considered Thessalyn a friend, and he’d promised Gerard he would take care of her. So he let the funeral continue, but the box that burned was empty.

“By the next day, he’d been called to the temple to account for...well, me.” Gwain smiled bitterly. “My father gathered his wife and young child, along with the military officers and members of his court most loyal to him, and fled. He took Thessalyn, expecting her to die on the way. Instead, she began to improve, occasionally swallowing a little water. My father became convinced that she was not entirely a shelt, was in fact some kind of shape-shifter. When he reached the Sunkissed Isles, he went looking for help for her. He spoke with Andromache, but also made the mistake of speaking to Jace Stravos.

“Just a few days before my father intended to set out for the Pendalons, he made a journey to the Rookery of the Toothed Crane, lured there by promises of help for Thessalyn and secret knowledge about dragons and shape-shifters. He never came back. Andromache learned from the pegasus what had happened and told my father’s people that he was being held captive and why.

“Unfortunately, this precipitated an altercation among his officers, which led to a mutiny. Many of his people were not happy about the presence of a dragon or dragon descendant aboard their ships. They didn’t want to take old evil into the new lands they were seeking. They would have handed Thessalyn over to the Cranes gladly, even against my father’s will, but Andromache smuggled her out of the house where they’d been staying when she realized what was about to happen.

“She was aided by my stepmother and her young son, who’d been in a precarious situation since my father’s disappearance. Some of the officers wanted to sail back to Maijha and try to put my half-brother on the throne. Others were plotting to kill the child if my father could not be rescued or ransomed. They knew there would be endless intrigues surrounding him and wanted to quench the risk of bloodshed by, as they saw it, sacrificing one life to save many.

“When Andromache offered to help, my stepmother leapt at the chance to get herself and her son out of the clutches of the Maijhan military. She was able to escape with a little money, but was unwilling to leave the islands without my father. She and the child have been hiding in small villages ever since then, hoping my father would escape to join them. Rumors about them are probably the reason that some people believe my father is himself living here under an alias.

“Meanwhile, his ships sailed on to the Pendalons as planned. My father suspects that one of his officers began impersonating him upon arrival, precipitating conflicting rumors that he is alive and well in that part of the world.

“The Cranes, unfortunately, know that Thessalyn’s body was stolen. They believe, correctly, that my father knows its whereabouts. They refused to release him until he gave them the details. This he would not do. He managed to escape from their cells, but could not get off the island. He is currently eking out a pitiful existence in the deep water-worn caverns. The toothed cranes guard what little access can be found to the outside, and their cult inhabits the larger tunnels that give egress near the top. If there is an exit from the cult’s catacombs within the town at the foot of the rock, my father has not been able to find it.

“Andromache has taken me to visit him twice now. He was reluctant at first to talk about Thessalyn, probably because he feared I might react as his officers had reacted.” Gwain hesitated and added with some discomfort, “I did, after all, make rather forceful statements in my printed work about the evils of dragons and those who aid them. Once he understood that I would not kill her and that, in fact, we may be able to help her, he told me the whole story.

“That is where things now stand. If you are looking for the rightful, legal owner of the airship Cormorant, he’s underneath the Rookery of the Toothed Crane.”
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Chapter 4. Plotting a Rescue
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Anaroo watched Silas as a low murmur ran around the table. Percy cleared his throat beside her. “I’ll send for Layjen to bring the Anemone back. I’m not sure she can fight off three Maijhan naval ships all by herself, but she can definitely make an attack on the Cormorant seem less appetizing. We have barded griffins, so we can match them there.”

“I can bring the Fangs aboard the airship,” volunteered Silveo. He glanced at Gwain, then back at Silas. “The Defiance’s people will help, too, I’m sure. We’ve got jager guns. If Adolphi hopes to mount an attack on Port Royal, he’ll need his people in good health. That won’t happen if he tangles with us.”

Nods and murmurs all around.

Gwain smiled. “I appreciate what you are all saying. However, your ship’s guns can’t shoot straight up, so I’m not sure how much use they’ll be during an aerial attack.”

“I was talking to Councilor Phaedra Roskons when this started,” said Gerard thoughtfully. “She wants clifftop guns to protect Whileaway. She expects to negotiate with Kyros Magner and hopes to do so from a position of strength. In exchange, I have been asking for a trade agreement between L’shore and Holovarus, particularly for their guano. If I agree to her terms, we could begin installing her clifftop guns quite soon, bringing the whole harbor within range, including the airship. I believe she would be willing to use her new weapons in defense of her new trade partners and their allies.”

He looked at Silas. They all did.

Silas was wearing his cardplayer’s face, but Anaroo thought he looked touched. He cleared his throat. “You are all being extremely generous in the defense of my ship.”

“Well...” drawled Silveo, “I doubt we’d have the Fang if you hadn’t worked your magic on this antique. You made it look easy, but we all know that it wasn’t.”

Silas smiled. He looked down at his hands, as though considering invisible cards. He looked back up, and his eyes focused on Gwain. “I appreciate that this must have been something of a dilemma for you.”

Gwain gave a wan smile. “Not really. Not after I thought about it.”

Silas pursed his lips. “Understand this: I would help you rescue your father even if he were not the legal owner of this airship.”

Anaroo grinned down at the table. Sometimes, you are so good, love.

Gwain swallowed. “Do you have any ideas as to how? I admit that I have thought about asking to use the Honeytail, but it would be difficult to approach the island unseen. There’s no cover, apart from clouds, and the weather is treacherous. The winds are high and constantly changing.”

Silas nodded. “We took her up yesterday and circled L’shore. The winds are rough on the rainy side. It would be difficult to hold her steady while flying high and dropping down on top of the island. I agree that we are likely to be spotted coming in.”

“I cannot overemphasize how dangerous the toothed cranes are,” continued Gwain. “Andromache calls them flying crocodiles. She’s not wrong. They sleep at night, but I think Stravos could awaken them if he chose.”

Gus spoke up. “What about the village at the foot of the island? Is it controlled by the cult?”

“That’s a good question,” said Gwain. “I don’t know. I’ll ask Andromache.”

Gus glanced at Silas. “They must get shipments of food and supplies,” he reasoned. “I doubt they can grow everything they need on that rock.”

Silas smiled. “Think we can smuggle in my sailboat?”

“Well, I don’t like to brag, but I’m a pretty good smuggler.”

Silas leaned back and crossed his arms. After a moment, he spoke to the ceiling. “If we could get the Honeytail onto the island undetected, where do you think your father would be able to meet us, Gwain?”

“Ideally, he would finish digging his way out at the bottom and meet you in town,” said Gwain. “Then we could avoid an encounter with the cult entirely. But I’m not sure that’s possible. If he can’t get out at the bottom of the island, he’d have to sneak through their tunnels to the top. There is no path down. Shelts come and go by pegasus, and the mounts they use are all loyal to the cult. They’re suspicious of pegasus from outside the rookery. Even Andromache and her family have difficulty sneaking in. Flying with a rider makes the journey more dangerous for them, and if they’re spotted, the process of escape is harrowing to say the least. I’m not sure my father could hang on through the required acrobatics in his current condition.” He took a deep breath, and Anaroo realized that he was understating the severity of his father’s illness. “That’s why I thought of the sailboat,” finished Gwain.

Silas nodded. “If your father couldn’t meet us in town, we’d have to float up the cliff and snatch him off a terrace or courtyard.”

“Yes,” said Gwain. “And we’d have to time it perfectly, because Stravos’s people will come after us.”

“We could wait for your father’s signal,” said Silas, “snatch him off the top, then run hard for the clouds on the slopes of the volcano. The Honeytail is faster than a pegasus.”

“I think that would work,” said Gwain cautiously. “This is all assuming that you can get the Honeytail into the town and remain there without suspicion until the perfect moment.”

Silas drummed his fingers. “Let me work on that. If smuggling aboard a provision ship doesn’t turn out to be an option, I have another idea.” A look of discomfort flickered across his face—there and gone. Anaroo wondered what he was thinking. He smiled again, and the expression of happiness and contentment returned. “Enough of serious things. Our cooks have prepared an excellent meal this evening, and then we have music and dancing, or cards and dice, as you prefer.”
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Chapter 5. Fourteen Years Ago
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Layjen stood for a long moment on the catwalk of the airship hangar, staring at the confection that was the Ray. She had gingerbread work featuring her namesake, along with eels and sharks, chasing each other in graceful curves around her bows. Her hull was painted a deep, velvety blue. Gold leaf flashed against it like stars in the night sky. The keelhead that had stared down at Layjen as he made the ascent, looked like a stingray in flight, its body rippling in lifelike lines, its tail curving up the keel.

Layjen had always loved art. Under other circumstances, he would have been enthralled by the Ray. Now he felt only foreboding. What am I doing here?

Layjen had been aboard airships only briefly during journeys with his mistress and at parties. He’d never expected to work aboard a ship of any sort, let alone such a rarefied beast. My ancestors were pirates, bred to the sea, he told himself as he stepped onto the gangplank.

But Layjen did not feel like a pirate. He felt like a pampered kitten, discarded in the jungle, and trembling in terror. He expected he looked like it, too, from the way the sailors on watch raised their eyebrows. Someone in the twilight shadows smothered a laugh. In the low light, Layjen couldn’t make out their features, but he was sure they were all grishnards. Hunti might be bred to the sea, but they’d never been bred to airships.

Layjen stiffened his spine and raised his chin. Hunti men were a bit smaller and more delicate than hunti women. He did not have an intimidating aspect, but he was very accustomed to being among grishnards, and unlike most hunti, he was accustomed to giving them orders. “I am to report to Master Percival Bellwater, courtesy of his Lordship Theodorus Haplag. Might I trouble one of you to show me the way?”

The tittering stopped at once. Layjen had been raised in the Haplagian court among the royal family, and his accent was unmistakable. None of these sailors had ever heard such sounds come out of a hunti’s mouth. They were struggling not to gape. They must surely guess that he was a slave, but a slave who probably outranked them.

One of the sailors cleared his throat. “This way, sir.”

The ship was beautiful both above and below, but so strange. Layjen followed the sailor’s lantern through latticed tunnels and over catwalks that spanned dizzying heights until they reached the captain’s cabin in the stern. Too soon, they were at the door and Layjen thought, I’m not ready for this. “Has he taken dinner? I don’t want to interrupt—”

“Oh, I expect he’s taking dinner now,” said his guide in a tone that was not altogether respectful.

In spite of his anxiety over meeting Percival Bellwater, Layjen frowned.

The sailor shook his head. “He’ll just throw you out if he doesn’t want to see you, probably forget about it in the morning.” He raised his voice as he opened the door and called, “Someone to see you, Skipper!”

Layjen thought his knees would buckle as he crossed the threshold. I am really not ready for this.

The room into which he’d been ushered was a softly-lit study with a desk in one corner and delicately carved wood furniture scattered over plush rugs. The upholstery was picked out in greens and blues with gold stitching. The ceiling was carved, and it continued the theme of rays, eels, and sharks, diving and twisting in beautiful patterns.

Percival Bellwater sat behind the desk. Layjen had seen him before, although they’d never been formally introduced. Layjen’s general impression had been of a garrulous lordling, always surrounded by friends and impeccably dressed.

He was alone tonight, though, and wearing shirtsleeves. His blond hair gleamed in the soft lamplight. A glass of dark wine stood at his elbow, the bottle beside it.

Several sheets of paper lay scattered over the desk, which Layjen, in his distraction, did not attempt to decipher. “Sir, I’ve been ordered to report to you, courtesy of the Haplagian crown.” He came forward and handed over the slim roll, tied with a blue ribbon and stamped with the royal seal. Layjen felt dizzy for a moment as the pages left his fingers. He watched with a ringing in his ears as Percival took it, broke the seal, and unrolled it carelessly. These were Layjen’s slave papers and references, including an estimate of his value in cowries. It was quite high—a fact that should have pleased him.

Instead, he felt sick.

“Yes, I was told to expect you,” said Percival, glancing at the papers so quickly that he could not possibly have read them. “You were a companion to my lady?” The disgust with which he said “my lady,” made Layjen’s fur bristle against his clothes. A new sort of anxiety squeezed his chest. Is it possible that he knows?

“Personal secretary,” said Layjen too quickly, “a childhood companion, and then...I kept her books.” Stupid, stupid, whispered a voice in his head. Tell him you can read in four languages and manage a staff of two hundred. Tell him you have kept accounts for all five royal children and never failed an audit. If he thinks you’re just a secretary, he’s likely to sell you to some wretched workhouse.

But Layjen stood mute. He did not want to work for Percival Bellwater, and that was the truth of it. No matter how poor his prospects beyond the walls of this airship, he did not want to have to look at the person, day after day, who would share a life and a bed with Melwa Haplag.

That is what the king intended, of course. That is the punishment. For her, too, I suppose. Surely Bellwater doesn’t know...

Percival took a swig of his wine with a slightly off-balance motion that belied his spotless silk shirt. Is he drunk? thought Layjen in astonishment.

To his horror, his new master smiled brightly at him and said, “Well, this is awkward, isn’t it? Whose idea was it to give you to me, do you suppose?”

Layjen wondered if he was about to be killed. “Lord Haplag,” he managed. He knew that he should say, “Lady Melwa,” but the lie was too much insult to injury. Mellie would be crying in her pillow about now. Crying, said a nasty voice in his head, but not sacrificing any of her precious dignity to get you back. Not daring to lose any bargaining chips with daddy dearest.

Percival’s slightly slurred voice brought him back to reality. “I can see you hate me. Fortunately for you, I have an adequate supply of people who hate me. No need for another one. Here.” He held out one of the sheets at his elbow, fumbling it over the side of the desk, so that Layjen had to scramble to catch it.

Layjen stared at the sheet of parchment. It was simple and direct, clearly written by Percival himself and not a secretary. It was a release of services. Freedom, in fact. Unconditional, unqualified freedom. Layjen looked in vain for some catch, some requirement—the sort of life-threatening task often built into such contracts.

There was nothing.

Percival had already turned away to gaze upon the parchment lying at his elbow. “Don’t worry,” he murmured as he sipped his wine. “I filled it out several bottles ago. It’s legal.” He had, too. The signature was bold and straight, the stamp from his signet ring, precise. The document had been witnessed.

Almost absentmindedly, Percival reached out for Layjen’s slave papers and ripped them apart. Then he went on drinking.

“Why?” was all Layjen could think to say.

Percival gave a brief, undignified giggle. “Because it wasn’t Lord Haplag’s idea. It was my father’s. I’m sure he heard some rumor that you were a bit too fond of your mistress and demanded a sop to the family honor.” He snickered again. “He’s going to be so angry when he finds out I let you go.” He raised his head and gave a smile that would have lit up a room under other circumstances, but now it just looked fragile and bitterly sad. “So you see, you don’t owe me a thing. This isn’t about you at all. Go on, get out. Have a good life.”

Layjen’s mouth moved automatically. “My clothes...” he stammered. “My jewelry.”

“Keep it.” Percival waved his hand. “You’ll need something to set yourself up. Should be enough.”

It certainly would. Layjen’s reeling brain was already doing the math on the value of his jewels and finest court clothes. It would be enough to take him far away, to Maijha or Mance where the laws were kinder. He could set himself up as a fine copyist or accountant. Run, he thought. Before he comes to his senses, before Melwa does something stupid like try to rescue you. Just take your freedom and run!

Percival leaned forward, and Layjen got a whiff of the wine he was drinking. Good gods. “You’re drinking poppy wine on the night before your wedding to a princess?” he exploded.

For the first time, Percival looked a little irritated. “I don’t remember asking your opinion. Also, why are you still here?”

Layjen glanced behind the desk and saw two more bottles on the floor. Seven hells. “He is going to kill you!”

“Oh, he’ll beat me, certainly,” drawled Percival. “If he can. I’m pretty good with a sword these days.”

Layjen was lost. “Who?”

“My father.”

Layjen huffed. “Whatever your father does to you will be mild as milk compared to the way Lord Haplag will react if you insult him by showing up drunk to his daughter’s wedding. Do you aspire to end life as a temple sacrifice, Master Bellwater?” Layjen knew he was being staggeringly impertinent, but his mouth kept moving. “Where are your friends?”

It suddenly seemed very odd to him that the son of a fabulously wealthy silk mogul was drinking alone on the night before his wedding to a princess.

Percival did not answer, and Layjen finally looked down at the parchment on which he seemed so fixated. It was a sketch of the type done by street artists. The scene showed a group of laughing young people, two of them in sharp focus. One was recognizably Percival in a patterned waistcoat and fitted overcoat, the other a freckled lad with a sailor’s queue, wild hair curling out of its braid. They had their arms around each other and seemed to be in a state of tearing high spirits.

Against his better judgment, Layjen asked, “Who is that?”

“A lie,” said Percival softly and took another sip of poppy wine.

Before he thought about it, Layjen moved around the desk and plucked the glass neatly out of his erstwhile master’s hand. Percival stared at him stupidly as Layjen examined the bottle and saw to his relief that it wasn’t quite half empty. He then made a quick inspection of the bottles on the floor. As Layjen had hoped, these turned out to be ordinary alcohol. Very few people would have been upright after multiple bottles of poppy wine. Even a single bottle in its entirety would have likely made the situation a lost cause. But it’s still early evening, thought Layjen. He can sleep this off before the ceremony.

“Right, sir,” said Layjen briskly, and hauled a dazed Percival to his feet. “Up you get. Where’s your bed? Ah, through here, I expect. Gods, what beautifully carved doors you have on this ship.”

There was already a lamp turned down low in the bedroom, and this was fortunate, because Layjen had his hands full of Percival. Like many lordlings of Layjen’s acquaintance, he was adept at hiding his level of intoxication. His cool demeanor belied the fact that he could barely walk.

“Why are you still here?” moaned Percival, his voice plaintive as Layjen sat him down on the edge of his bed and briskly pulled off his boots. He was still clutching the parchment drawing in one hand.

“Because you just freed me,” said Layjen.

“I know I’m very drunk, so perhaps I’m not making the connection—”

Layjen stood to look him in the face. “You just freed me, Master Bellwater. And maybe you did it for petty reasons. Maybe you don’t appreciate what freedom means, but you just gave me my life, and now I am going to save yours. Because I was not exaggerating when I said that my lord, the king, will feed you to a wyvern if you arrive at the temple in this state.”

Percival blinked at him. “Am I not marrying the woman you love?”

Layjen felt his jaw clench. “Yes.” He swallowed. “But she was always going to marry someone who wasn’t me.”

Percival’s big, golden eyes watched his face. He seemed to be the sort of person who became searingly honest under the influence of alcohol. “I’m likely to be a terrible husband.”

“Likely, but possibly not predestined. Do you intend to sleep in these trousers, my lord? Because I can’t make sense of the laces.”

Layjen thought for a moment that Percival would refuse his help, might throw him out of the cabin, and continue his course to suicide-by-wyvern. But in the end, he fumbled his own clothes off and allowed himself to be folded into bed.

He was still clutching the parchment sketch, and Layjen reached to take it from him. Percival’s free hand shot out and closed on Layjen’s wrist with remarkable coordination. He twisted, and Layjen realized in astonishment that Percival was both aware of how to break someone’s wrist and capable of doing it, even in his current state. “Don’t,” breathed Percival.

“I won’t harm it,” said Layjen, a little shaken. “Do you want to destroy it by sleeping on it?” Indeed, if the sketch had not been made on sturdy vellum, it would already have been crushed.

Percival looked at him narrowly, then released his wrist.

Layjen stumbled back, staring and rubbing his arm.

“Sorry,” muttered Percival.

Layjen shook his head. After a long moment, he ventured, “Where is your valet?” He’ll need to be told to expect a bit more work getting you ready tomorrow.

“Gone,” murmured Percival. His voice was growing dreamy, the poppy having taken hold. “I was sleeping with him, and then I said some unkind things, and he told me to go fuck myself and buggered off.”

Layjen stared at him. “You were—?” He glanced down at the sketch. The freckled fellow in the picture was certainly not a valet. You have a rather complicated love life, my lord. And very little in the way of discretion.

Layjen turned down the lamp. He knew he should leave. Instead, he sank heavily into a chair beside the star-studded window, facing the bed. The court will eat this fellow alive!

Layjen watched the gently rising and falling mound of bed linens, thinking. He tried to process the conflicting sides of Percival Bellwater that he’d just witnessed—staggering generosity, an inclination to self-destruction, honesty, violence, grief, promiscuity, poor-judgment, loneliness...

“You are a disaster,” whispered Layjen.

Percival’s half dreaming voice floated out of the bed linens, “Whatever you say, Silas.”

Who is Silas?

Layjen stared down at the parchment sketch. He’d known that Percival had a reputation as a rake with unconventional tastes, but the idea that he was hopelessly in love with someone who, for whatever reason, he could not have—this had never occurred to Layjen. He leaned back and gazed, unseeing, at the carved beams overhead. An image of Melwa Haplag leapt before his mind’s eye—her black hair gleaming with bands of gold, her blue eyes glittering as she climbed down from her griffin after a hunt.

Forget the court. She may eat him alive. She certainly wouldn’t value him in his present state. Melwa was not a patient creature.

But she’s stuck with him, thought Layjen, based on everything I’ve heard about the Bellwater fortune and the state of the crown’s coffers.

“What if I stayed?” wondered Layjen aloud.

This time, Percival did not volunteer a response. A soft snore issued from the blankets.

“What if I stayed?” repeated Layjen. “Because truthfully, I don’t know how else you’re going to get ready and out the door on time tomorrow morning. It sounds like you’ve driven your personal servants away, and your ship’s crew doesn’t entirely respect you. If I... Gods, I suppose I’d have to accompany you to this wedding.” Layjen grimaced. And yet some bitter part of his brain wondered whether Melwa’s discomfort might make him feel just a tiny bit better.

Perhaps she’s hoping that I’ll just disappear and she’ll never have to look me in the eye again. No such luck, my lady. Because your husband clearly needs someone to look after him, and that might be... He swallowed. It might be the only thing I can do for you...little as you’ll appreciate it.

Layjen got up and paced around the room. I’ll need to learn about this blasted ship. And make your crew respect me. I can’t be the only hunti aboard. That will never do. In fact... This might be an opportunity to reconnect with the culture and heritage that had been lost to him. Layjen recalled vaguely that a hunti pirate ship of some renown had recently been captured. She had a hunti name that, he was ashamed to admit, he could not pronounce. Around port, they’d simply been calling her the Shark.

Sharks and Rays are cousins, aren’t they? He struggled to remember her captain’s name... Padeen? No, Padmay.

The crew were in jail and likely to hang...unless someone bought them. The local merchants certainly wouldn’t do it, no matter how skilled the pirates might be as sailors. The Shark had cost them a lot of money by all accounts. Besides, hunti from the Lawless Lands were always the least likely species to be purchased out of a noose. They did not take well to servitude, and grishnards didn’t trust them.

Layjen judged that the cost of his jewels and clothes would be sufficient to buy the whole company. I’ll set them free immediately, of course. Will they feel enough gratitude to crew an airship for me?

He chewed his lip, thinking. Surely some of them will. After all, their own ship is gone, they’ve got no other prospects, and the local merchants hate them. If nothing else, the airship is a quick ticket off the island.

Are you out of your mind? howled another part of Layjen’s brain. Without money, you’re trapped here. What if Percival Bellwater turns out to be as bad at sailing as he is at self-preservation? What if the violence and the poor judgment win out over the honesty and generosity? What if he won’t let you hire a hunti crew? And you’re just assuming he’ll make you a ship’s officer, but he’s been telling you to go away since you walked in the door!

Layjen wandered back to the bedside table, where he carefully rolled the parchment sketch and placed it in a drawer. He sat down again and watched the mound of blankets for a while. I guess I’ll see what he says in the morning when he’s sober. Make my decision then.

The chair was comfortable, but Layjen doubted he’d be able to sleep. Red moon was peeking through the window now, and it provided enough light for keen hunti eyes to read. Layjen plucked a book from Percival’s bedside table, and was pleased to see that it was about airships. Maybe you’re not incompetent regarding the sailing, Master Bellwater. You study, at least.

Layjen thought ruefully that there was something appropriate about a grishnard airship being his first connection to the sea. My ancestors were pirates, but this may be as close as I get. He opened the book and began to read.
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Chapter 6. Now
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Percy took a ship’s griffin down to the Anemone the morning after she arrived in Whileaway Harbor. She’d apparently been on the far side of Shipeater when his summons arrived, and it had taken a few days, tacking upwind, to get back to the Cormorant. Now she lay at anchor beneath them. Percy had had her paint touched up as soon as they arrived in the islands, and he was pleased to see that Layjen had done more sanding and repairs to her squid figurehead. The beak gleamed golden, and tentacles curled in graceful lines over her prow with no visible hint of how she’d suffered in the great battle.

Padmay greeted Percy cheerfully from the quarterdeck as he landed.

“Has Layjen moved into my stern cabin yet?” asked Percy with a grin.

Padmay rolled her eyes. “I told him you wouldn’t mind, but he would not hear of it.”

“Let me see if I can fix that. How are your cubs?”

Her cubs were well, robust, and beginning to toddle. They were sure to be climbing the rigging any day now. Percy learned that the Anemone had dodged two desperate grishnard vessels turned pirate. “I told Layjen we should take them as prizes,” said Padmay placidly. “The locals would thank us. But he didn’t want to have to decide what to do with prisoners, and he said you might not want the Anemone mauled, so instead, he talked to pirates behind desks.” By this, she meant that Layjen had spoken with officials on all four major islands. He’d gathered numerous leads for escort employment, as well as less interesting shipping. “I’m sure he’ll have the specifics drawn up with charts in the ledger,” said Padmay.

Percy smiled. “Always with the ledger. Is he in his cabin?”

A moment later, Percy was pulling off his boots in Layjen’s art-filled office, which still looked like something out of the Haplagian court, even after all these years. His friend looked cheerful and slightly sunburned. “Welcome back, Percy. I’ve got all kinds of shipping prospects for us. Do you want to look over them now? Or would you rather talk about this issue with the Cormorant. You said she might be attacked?”

Percy took a seat on the cream and gold sofa. He stretched his legs out on the divan and let his eyes wander around the portraits of people and ships. The bright summer sun spilled through the high, round windows and glowed on the polished wood frames. “Come sit with me a moment, Layjen.”

Layjen left his desk and took a seat across from Percy in one of the chairs. His expression turned wary. “You’re not about to try to give me the ship again.”

“Gods, you read me like a book. Don’t you want her? She’s beautiful; she suits you.”

Layjen looked at him narrowly.

Percy grinned back at him.

After a moment, Layjen started to relax. “You’re staying with the Cormorant.”

“I hope so.”

A cautious pause. “Has he actually asked you to stay?”

“Well, I’m sleeping in his cabin, and he doesn’t seem to want me to leave, so...”

Layjen laughed. “Gods, Perce. Alright. That changes things. Anaroo?”

“Her idea.”

Layjen’s cautious smile broadened.

“You could say you started it,” said Percy. “You’re the one who gave her that sketch.”

Layjen rolled his eyes. “It started long before I walked through your door.”

The mention of that old picture caused Percy to think of another—a much higher quality painting. Percy looked for it now and found it still in its accustomed place behind Layjen’s desk. The portrait showed a young grishnard woman with black hair caught up in a jeweled net. Her sharp blue eyes made Percy want to look away, even in the painting. The artwork had been a wedding gift that he’d promptly placed in storage. It would have likely remained there indefinitely, except that Layjen had asked for it. Percy hadn’t laid eyes on its subject in six years. “Speaking of things that started a long time ago,” he began, “Melwa is alive and free in the Lawless Lands.”

Layjen froze.

When he didn’t say anything, Percy continued, “She and my children are there with some other members of the Haplagian-court-in-exile. They’re short on funds and living precariously. The jagers are allowing some reclamation of property in Wefrivain, but not...well, palaces. As long as I’m known to be alive, Melwa can’t access the Bellwater fortune, either. I was wondering...” He took a deep breath. “Whether you’d like to take her some assistance.”

Layjen was sitting perfectly still, not meeting Percy’s eyes. Percy wondered whether he’d made a mistake. “You certainly don’t have to. I could try—”

Layjen spoke as though he hadn’t heard. “I don’t know, Percy... I don’t think she’d... I don’t know.”

“There’s no need to dig up the past if you’d rather not,” said Percy quickly. “You have children of your own now. You seem happy here with Padmay and her pack. I know there was some unpleasantness regarding Gus Creevy...”

Layjen gave a hollow laugh. “I feel a bit embarrassed by that now.”

“Why?”

“Because I am not a very good hunti, and pretending that I have somehow come home because Padmay will tolerate my eccentricities is supremely delusional.”

“Layjen,” said Percy in such a serious voice that Layjen looked up to meet his eyes. “You are the best hunti I know.”

Layjen smiled sadly at him. “The fact that you think so may be evidence to the contrary, Lord Bellwater.”

Percy made a face. “Don’t call me that.”

“I have two beautiful children,” continued Layjen, “and they have a half-sibling from the same litter who will probably fit in about as well as I do. Creevy’s kid may have something in common with me; isn’t that ironic?”

“Layjen...”

“I’m not bitter about it. Really. It is a tremendous honor to have been chosen by a pack leader to father her cubs. I’m not sure I can convey to you, as a grishnard, what that means, but rest assured that I see things clearly now and I am content.”

A pause. “Content with your role in this pack?” asked Percy cautiously.

Layjen sat back in his chair. “Or my role outside it. Padmay’s attention wasn’t evidence that I have left my grishnard ways behind me and fully integrated into hunti society. It was simply evidence of Padmay’s broad tastes and easygoing nature. She likes Gus Creevy. She likes me. And Hosoli and Kirsch and sometimes even Ursul. It has taken me a long time to admit that I find hunti pack dynamics a bit...trying. Maybe I don’t fit in, and maybe I never will. Maybe that’s alright. In any case, it’s got nothing to do with Gus Creevy.” He stopped, and they sat in silence for a moment.

You don’t sound so much content as resigned, thought Percy. Aloud, he said, “I called you back to Whileaway because the deposed Maijhan king and a group of his desperate followers are plotting to take the Cormorant. I’d like you to stick around until the business is sorted.”

“How serious is it?”

“Between us, the Fangs, the Defiances, and the Cormorants? Not very. As long as we stick together, we have more people and more resources. He wants the airship for an attack on Port Royal. His own vessels are in poor repair, and he needs his troops in fighting trim to accomplish his goals. I doubt he can sustain a prolonged attempt to take the airship by force. He’ll see he’s outmatched and move on to a new plan.”

“Sounds like we’ll be anchored here for a bit.”

Percy nodded. “But once the Cormorant is out of danger, I’m going to try to send money to Melwa. Are you sure you don’t want to take it to her yourself?”

“I’ll think about it,” muttered Layjen. “Perhaps you should go. You could see those kids.”

It was Percy’s turn to hesitate. He picked absently at the empty left sleeve of his shirt. “She doesn’t want me around them. She never has. They’re thirteen and nine, and gods only know what they’ve been told about me.” Percy tried to imagine how he might have reacted at that age to an absent father who played the fool all over the crescent and only came home when he’d squandered his allowance. My own father spent more time with them than I did. The idea of Elias Bellwater delivering a cold analysis of his worthless son to his wide-eyed grandchildren made Percy feel sick. And then there’s their mother, who must surely be the center of their world. What must she have told them? He pushed these mental images away and said flatly, “I can’t imagine that they want anything to do with me.”

“You might let them make that decision themselves instead of making it for them,” said Layjen. “Hear what they have to say.”

I don’t think I can bear to hear what they have to say. “This is about money,” said Percy stubbornly. “It’s about Melwa, because she’s the one who can receive it and use it to improve all of their lives.”

“Understood,” said Layjen.

Percy took a deep breath. “I don’t want her to feel like she needs to beg for it.”

“Ah.”

“If I show up, she’ll have to thank me. She’ll feel obligated. But if you show up, you’re just the messenger.” When Layjen said nothing, Percy added, “You do realize that she was just as trapped in that marriage as I was? She got the worst of it. And on the rare occasions when I came home sober, she always asked how you were doing.”

Layjen smiled. He didn’t seem surprised, only a little sad. “We were friends, Percy.”

“You were more than friends.”

Another silence. It had always been very difficult to get Layjen to talk about Melwa. He startled Percy by asking quietly, “Are you planning to divorce her?”

Percy frowned. “I’m pretty sure that would put her in an even more precarious position. She wouldn’t be able to claim my estate if something happened to me.”

Layjen nodded, his expression impenetrable.

How do you manage not to hate me? thought Percy. “Do you think she wants a divorce? She’s never asked, not even when things were quite intolerable between us.”

Layjen considered. “Poverty would not suit Melwa; that is a fact.” He smiled as though at a memory and then continued, “But I can’t imagine that the events of the past year have suited her, either. She’ll have changed, Percy. She survived a catastrophe.” He swallowed and continued, “You’ve changed. More than you realize. I think the two of you should have a conversation. I think she might like to see you.”

“I am one hundred percent certain that she’d like to see you more,” said Percy.

Layjen finally quirked a smile. “One hundred percent? Really? Does that number have a high reliability index? I’d like to see the calculations by which you arrived at it. Did Silas check your math?”

Percy snorted and stood up. “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to. I’m sure I can find another way.”

“I said I’d think about it. How much are you sending anyway?”

Percy hesitated. How much do you owe someone after fourteen years of being a terrible husband? “I suppose I’ve got to think about that, too.” He straightened his clothes. “You should come for dinner. The officers have been playing cards most evenings.”

Layjen made a face. “My presence would just make things more awkward with Creevy.”

“Nonsense. Talk to him. He seems like an easygoing sort.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Too much thinking, not enough cards,” complained Percy. “Now I’d like to see your cubs if that’s acceptable.”

Layjen smiled.

Percy was halfway to the door when he said, “Percy?”

“Yes?”

“You are the best grishnard I know.”

“That is a bald-faced lie.”

“It is not! Granted, most of the grishnards I know are relentless bastards.”

“Well, I’ve never been called relentless,” drawled Percy.

Layjen clapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s take a turn around the ship. Everyone has missed you more than you think.”
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Chapter 7. Debts
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Gus Creevy stood before the smooth glass of the light gas capture chamber and watched as his assistants removed a fist-sized cork from the side. They dumped in a small jug of water, followed by an equal-sized flask of oil of vitriol. Next came a chunk of crude iron. The sailors quickly pressed the cork into place as the iron began to smoke, and they all watched as the acid ate it away.

In the top of the chamber above their heads, light gas was forming. It would be forced out the top, through the gracefully curving glass tube that looped down to the floor and underneath the water purification chamber. The water chamber sat lower than the capture chamber, and this prevented water from running in the wrong direction. As the light gas arrived, it bubbled through the water. According to Gwain, this removed impurities. Gus believed him, but the entire process still felt like magic.

“How’s it looking?” he called to a sailor out of sight on a latticed deck above.

There was a moment’s pause. “Not good, sir. No change in the weight.”

Gus nodded. “Walk it back, then, one segment at a time, the way we talked about.” To himself, he thought, Gods, I wish Silas were here. Or Gwain. I barely understand what I’m doing.

But Silas and Gwain were both out in the little sailboat, along with Anaroo. Gus supposed he could have asked Percy’s opinion. Percy would probably understand the problem immediately and explain it using all kinds of posh, airship academy words. But Percy was busy in the gearbox, so he probably shouldn’t be disturbed. Also, he had the baby. Also, Gus just didn’t want to ask him.

“This is it, sir!” came an excited shout from over his head. “I think I found the leak!”

Gus felt a wave of relief. “Alright, leave it clamped and I’ll come look.”

The Cormorant had eight light gas bladders, and each had a devoted stem and hose emerging from the top of the water purification chamber. Valves on each stem allowed the bladders to be filled one at a time.

Number five was low. It was obvious to Gus that there was a leak somewhere in the rubberized silk hose, which had prevented the gas bladder from filling properly on their last capture day. Gus had mentioned the problem to Silas over coffee yesterday morning, and Silas had frowned and said something about taking off the hoses and doing a water leak test. Then he’d gone on to talk about the planned rescue of Gwain’s father, which, of course, involved the little sailboat, and Gus was pretty sure he’d completely forgotten about the less interesting problem of the leak in number five’s hose.

Maybe I’m just a plain sailor and I don’t know my arse from a ballonet port, thought Gus, but it is my opinion that every time we uncouple the hoses to locate leaks, we create new ones. We need a way to find leaks without uncoupling. Hoses with light gas in them should weigh less than hoses without light gas in them, shouldn’t they? It stands to reason.

He’d tested the weights of dry hoses and clamps, and then made the bold decision to expend some of their precious refueling materials in an attempt to find the leak without uncoupling anything. He’d sent a sailor along the course of the hose with a hand scale and clamp, looking for the segment where the weight changed.

Gus had never heard of such a thing before. But he’d never worked in a refueling station, where such maneuvers might be necessary. And no airship had ever carried its own refueling station with it. If I’m wrong, I’ll have wasted some of our fuel, and we really can’t afford that.

He was concerned about the state of the ship’s finances. The crew had been wooed by the party and the generosity of the ship’s officers. They were eating well, and a sense of celebrity surrounded them in port. They were content to remain with the Cormorant for the time being. But that’ll blow away like morning fog if we can’t pay them. We’ve got to find work soon, Silas.

Gus fully appreciated Silas’s desire to help Gwain rescue his father, even if there had been nothing material to be gained. Gwain had helped them a great deal. He was a friend. And, in truth, there was everything to be gained. Leopaard Maijha was probably their key to full legal ownership of the Cormorant. Of course, Gus wanted to keep the ship. Although...

Gods, I miss the Albatross. She was so neat and tidy. We didn’t need such a big crew. Even if we’d been making our own light gas, she wouldn’t have needed so much of it. And she was...home.

He missed Ashbeak, too—the quiet house and hangar in the cliff, full of Silas’s projects, and the town in the valley below, where Gus had often sought companionship when the pleasant winter days grew a little too monotonous. I wonder whether Glossy would like the market there. It’s not as big as some, but there are always a few interesting stalls... And there’s that one amazing noodle seller... I wonder if that family is still around? I hope so. I hope...

He shook his head. Don’t assume things, Gus. You get into trouble when you assume things.

He’d had the mad idea lately that he might ask Glossy to marry him. He didn’t think Marlie would be jealous. Marlie didn’t seem like the marrying sort. He wasn’t even certain that Marlie would stick around once they returned to Wefrivain, although he hoped she would.

Glossy, though... I wish we’d talked more in the beginning. Now it seems...harder. What if she says she never meant for this to last beyond the voyage? She talks all the time about how much she enjoyed her midwifery and how she wishes she had a stable practice again where she could be part of a community. That’s not my life. What can I offer her? I don’t even own a home... Gus had never been particularly good at saving money. He was a bit chagrined to find himself managing the ship’s books of late. Silas had always been the one who dealt with money. He’d been the one who cared about it.

Until now, apparently. Gus tried very hard not to think uncharitable thoughts about Percy. How could any friend begrudge Silas some happiness when he spent the last twenty years sleeping alone? He came in to breakfast humming yesterday; how often does that happen? Silas seemed pleased to listen to anything Gus wanted to talk about, but so distracted. All he really wanted these days was play in his sailboat with Anaroo and Percy, and exclaim over whatever amazing thing Ama had done lately.

Then sneak off to his cabin after card games with both of them and pretend Percy sleeps somewhere else. Why does he want to keep it a secret? From me, of all people? Gus kept waiting for Silas to say something about Percy on his own. Partially because... Well, Gloss has given me an idea that might be useful in that regard, but I’ll be damned if I’ll bring it up myself.

And then there was the issue of money and the amount of it that Percy wanted to spend on purely cosmetic upgrades to the ship, in addition to lavish meals for the crew and nightly dinner parties for the officers. Gus didn’t think Percy had the coin on hand. He’s got to be shopping with credit. Silas had always been adamantly against debt.

I know he feels like we’ve reached stability, with family and friends all around us, but in some ways, we’ve never been in a more precarious position in our lives. We’re far from home with an untried crew and no certainty about where our future meals will come from. We can’t be sure that any of our funds or possessions have survived the upheaval, including Silas’s property on Ashbeak. We’ve gotten a second chance here with the Cormorant, but we could lose it with the smallest mistake. And Silas picks this moment to stop caring whether we run up a massive debt for frivolities?

Gus knew he had very little in the way of moral high ground to stand on with regards to money. But at least I’ve never carried debt. Gus did like to buy a few rounds for the whole tavern occasionally, and he did like to help friends in need. They almost never got around to paying him back. And who had the patience to keep up with what everyone owed him anyway?

I suppose I should have been saving for a house all these years, he thought glumly. But I didn’t, and maybe that means I’m not the marrying sort any more than Marlie is.

At least his leak-test had worked. Gus and his assistants resealed the errant couplings with beeswax, retested to satisfying results, and then began a more ambitious gas capture session to properly top off the number five bladder. They were more than halfway finished when Gus heard footsteps and turned to see a couple of sailors approaching through the dappled, hazy light of the hold. One of them, Lark, had been in the on-deck watch crew. The other...

Gus squinted. The fellow was tall and powerfully built, wearing a cream and gray waistcoat and trousers, with a short-brimmed hat. He had the look of a sailor, but as he got closer, Gus realized that he’d never seen this person before. “A guest to see you, sir!” called Lark. “He says he’s thinking about joining the crew.”

“Oh.” Gus strode towards them. “Well, the captain’s not here at the moment, but I can tell you what he’ll ask. Have you ever served on an airship before?”

The newcomer was looking around with bright-eyed interest. He carried himself well—self-contained and confident. His eyes met Gus’s with a twinkle. “I’ve sailed airships a time or two.”

It was odd phrasing. “Which ships?” asked Gus. “Were you an officer?”

“The Anise.”

There was a moment of silence while Gus struggled to remember a ship of that name. He had the annoying sense that the newcomer was amused by his hesitation.

After a moment, the stranger added, “And the Gossamer Dove.”

Something clicked in Gus’s brain. “Those are royal yachts.”

“Yes.” The stranger was looking past Gus at the sailors busy around the capture chamber. “Making your own light gas! Dear gods, that is ingenious. I was wondering how you’d managed to keep afloat so far from civilization.”

Gus was developing a dislike for this person in spite of his obvious knowledge of airships. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t catch your name.”

“That’s because I didn’t give it,” said the stranger amiably, “although your crew seemed forthcoming enough. A good-tempered and unsuspicious group, you’ve got here. Good merchant crew...but not warriors.”

“Airships don’t fight wars,” said Gus automatically, but he was wondering whether he might somehow be in for a fight today. Gus didn’t see a sword, and while the newcomer was tall and broad-shouldered, Gus could equal him in that respect.

Again, the stranger had an irritating way of preempting him. “Be at peace, Master Creevy. If I’d wanted to kill you, you’d already be dead. I suppose my nephew gave you the recipe for the light gas. I’m not surprised my foolish brother allowed him to learn it, but in this case, I approve of the gift. This was the right time and place to share such knowledge. The right ship.”

Gus’s confusion cleared. “You’re Adolphi Maijha.”

The grishnard bowed. “At your service.”

Behind him, Lark had gone pale.

“There is no need to give me a tour,” continued the would-be king cheerfully, “as your shipmate has already done so. You’ve taken good care of my property, all things considered. You will be rewarded when the time comes.”

“I-I didn’t know, sir,” stammered Lark. “He came on a pegasus from the port! All by himself! I didn’t know...”

“It’s alright,” said Gus, although his thoughts were churning faster than an airship’s gears. To Lord Maijha, he said coldly, “Deception is not a good way to begin, sir.”

Adolphi spread his hands. “I have not lied to you. I would, indeed, like to join your company, and I believe I have expertise that you will need. There are a few things about this ship that make it...unique. Not even my clever little nephew knows all of them.”

“We already know that the keelhead spits fire.” Gus knew he was rising to bait that should be ignored. I have to get him out of here. He’s already seen too much.

The crew of the Cormorant had been braced for an attack, probably by night. The crews of the Defiance, the Fang, and the Anemone were all poised to strike with griffins at the first sign of trouble. Andromache had been bringing them daily intelligence regarding the disposition of the Maijhan ships, which had not stirred from their harbor at Hydra-Hunts. The idea that Adolphi might show up by himself—in plain clothes and without even a barded griffin—had not occurred to anyone.

Should I kill him? wondered Gus. Even as the thought crossed his mind, he knew he didn’t have the stomach to kill an unarmed person in cold blood. He felt sure Adolphi knew it, too. We’re “not warriors.” He’s betting on it.

“The keelhead, yes,” agreed Adolphi, “an effective feature when attacking any land-bound or water-based foe, certainly useful for taking a port.”

Lark was looking frightened. Gus knew he needed to take charge of the situation. “As I said, the skipper is not here, but I will take you to the card room, and you can wait for him.”

Adolphi laughed—an indulgent sound that rolled around the hold and drew puzzled looks from the sailors still working on the light gas capture. “Does the Cormorant have a card room now? Ah, but I recall Ackleby is an inveterate gambler. Rose from the lower deck, didn’t he? My, what an interesting journey my little antique is having!”

Gus restrained the intense desire to punch him in the mouth. “This way,” he said stiffly, and began a rapid trot towards the stairs. He considered telling Lark to go get Percy. Percy would presumably know how to deal with royals, seeing as he practically was one. But what if he and Adolphi know each other and there’s bad blood between them? What if introducing Percy tips our hand in even worse ways? Adolphi had already learned far too much about the present state of the Cormorant on Gus’s watch. Gus didn’t want to be responsible for another slip. The king’s next words only cemented his resolve not to involve Percy.

“A ship of this size is extraordinarily expensive to maintain. You must be hurting for funds. Please understand: even though this ship is my property, I will pay you all handsomely to sail her. I’ve no idea what you’re looking at for work around Whileaway, but...” He sniffed. “I heard a rumor that the Holovars are negotiating for guano. Perhaps that was your plan? I cannot tell you how it pains me to think of my delicate, historic antique being used to haul feces. Leaving my feelings aside, I can assure you that the work I require will be much more pleasant and lavishly compensated. You’ll be able to set yourselves up with houses and land after a single voyage!”

Gus suspected that Adolphi was truly talking to Lark. Well, we’ve been lucky in one thing, at least. Lark was a member of the Albatross’s original crew. He’d survived storms and mutiny alongside his officers, and his loyalty was unquestionable. No offers of riches or prestige would tempt Lark away from his skipper. They might tempt others, though. Adolphi is hoping Lark will talk about this all over the ship, spreading dissatisfaction among our crew. The sooner this bastard is behind a locked door, the better.

They spent the rest of the climb to the upper decks with Adolphi making insightful remarks about various details of the ship, demonstrating how well he knew her, while Gus responded with grunts. When they reached the private entertainment room, Adolphi said, “Ah, the captain’s solar! Yes, of course, the ‘card room.’”

Gus was hardly registering the insults at this point. He could not wait to be rid of this person. “Have a seat; I’ll send refreshments.”

Adolphi raised one eyebrow at him. “Not staying yourself? Who knows what I will get up to if you leave me alone, Master Creevy?”

Gus was tired of these sideways jabs. “Not to worry, Your Lordship; we’ll leave the door cracked.”

Adolphi shrugged and pulled out a chair. “Very well. I had hoped to have a few more words with you alone.”

Gus did not sit down, but he motioned Lark back towards the upper deck. “Well, here I am.”

Adolphi smiled and shook his head. “I’m really not your enemy, Creevy.”

You do an excellent job of imitating one, your lordship. Gus wished he had the nerve to say it aloud. Silas would.

“If I were your enemy,” continued Adolphi, “I might point out that oil of vitriol is never in overabundance in any location. If someone were to, say, buy up what’s available in the islands, you might have difficulty remaining afloat.”

Gods’ blood. I hate this. “I’ll keep that in mind,” Gus managed.

“But,” purred Adolphi, “that might take some time. A person with half the royal treasury in his hold would not need to look so far for a way to control this ship. For instance, I learned recently that someone among your company has been running up quite a tab for costly supplies and repairs all over town. If a well-funded individual were to buy up all that debt and insist upon repayment at once, well... I’m certain the local courts would side with him, and he would have legal ownership of the Cormorant in due course.”

Gus couldn’t breathe. He felt as though he were under the hypnotic gaze of a serpent. “Noted,” he said and backed towards the door.

“I’m not really finished!” called Adolphi cheerfully. “I have more thoughts on the subject.”

Gus wished he could think of something clever and vicious to say. Silas would have already delivered some sort of stinging retort. Percy certainly would have. But Gus could think of nothing.

“Don’t forget to crack the door,” murmured Adolphi.

Gus slammed it.
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Chapter 8. Visitor
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Gerard stood high above the ocean, looking down on the gray waves and then up at the lowering sky. His hands rested on a crumbling stone wall, thick with moss. I am dreaming... But he could feel the spongy dampness of moss, mingling with the sharp, rough contours of stone beneath his fingertips. He could taste salt in the fine, stinging rain that whipped across his face.

Thess stood at his elbow, her white gown billowing behind her like a ship’s sail, her golden hair streaming. Gerard knew she was “looking” with him at the distant white-capped waves and the not-so-distant toothed cranes that sailed past on the rough winds. They were so close that Gerard could see their black and white feathers beaded with moisture, their red crests ruffling as they turned or dove. “Did I really notice all this last time?” he asked Thessalyn.

“You notice all kinds of things that you don’t remember,” she said.

They were standing in the courtyard where Gerard and Silveo had entered the Rookery for their audience with Jace Stravos. In the dream, it was exactly the same day and hour, the same flat, gray light. “Do you really think you can reconstruct the entire walk down to the cave?” he asked. They’d been trying a lot of things lately—mostly for fun—but they’d never tried picking through a memory for such a specific purpose.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Look around a little more?”

Her eyes in the dream were milky white, unseeing. She was looking through Gerard’s eyes. He tried not to find this unsettling.

As he wandered around the edge of the courtyard, he noticed a spot where the cliff went hazy and unfocused. He thought perhaps it was a streamer of cloud, but it did not clear with the wind. “I don’t think you got a look at that part last time,” said Thess after a moment. “I’m trying not to fill in details for you. Anything that wasn’t really there or that you didn’t really see.” She laughed. “It’s harder than you’d think.”

Gerard caught a trace of movement under the dark portico—silent watchers in their black and white robes. “You don’t have to fill those in,” he said quickly.

Thess took a moment to reply. He could tell she was concentrating. “We’re in your memory. They’re part of it.” Another pause. “I’ll see what I can do...”

The faun with the lantern emerged from beneath the dripping eaves. He was faintly translucent, and when he spoke, his voice made no sound. “I’m focusing on what you saw,” explained Thess.

Silveo appeared, also a little translucent, and said something that Gerard couldn’t catch. He wasn’t dreaming with them this time. He was just part of the memory.

As they started into the dark, Thess faded out of sight. “Are you still here, love?”

“I’m here.”

Down, down and around, through the wet, dripping tunnels. Left, then right, then left again, following the pool of lanternlight. “Are you sure this is correct?” asked Gerard.

“It’s what you remember,” said Thess. She hesitated. “Did you really ask Silveo to carry your cloak? He’s half buried in it.”

Gerard rolled his eyes. “It was his idea. He— I’ll explain later.”

They’d come to a door, which their guide unlocked. Beyond was the library and the fireplace and Jace Stravos with his grand ideas about attaining godhood through god-consumption. Many parts of the room were fuzzy or opaque. “You might want to try this again with Silveo,” commented Gerard. “I’m sure he was paying better attention to details.”

He could hear the smile in Thessalyn’s voice. “I will. But I don’t have the link to him that I have to you. There’s a reason I was showing up in your dreams first.”

Silveo’s ghostly form was sidling along the row of books. In the actual event, Gerard had been too earnestly focused on Stravos to notice the moment when Silveo deftly swiped The Guild of the Cowry Catchers, slid it into Gerard’s cloak, and then wandered back to his spot at Gerard’s elbow as though nothing had happened.

“You put my song in that book?” queried Thessalyn.

“We did. The version in Stravos’s copy looked unaltered.”

They left the library. Gerard noticed that Stravos unlocked the door, and then there was another series of twists and turns as they navigated the steep, treacherous steps down to the cave. “Do you think this is the same cave where Gwain has been meeting with Leopaard?” asked Thessalyn.

“I’ve been asking myself that,” said Gerard. “It seems likely, based on what Gwain described.” They reached the shelf of rock. Gerard stared out over the crashing waves and the cranes roosting or quarreling amid the rock formations and old bones. “Even if this was the same cave,” said Gerard slowly, “Leopaard hasn’t been able to dig his way into it. He can’t get to the door where we’re standing. He needs a connection between the natural tunnels where he’s been hiding and the inhabited tunnels the cult uses.”

Bang, bang, bang...

“He escaped from their holding cells,” said Thessalyn. “He might have to go back the way he came to reach a path to the surface.”

“That’s what Gwain thinks,” agreed Gerard. “He drew a partial map based on what Leopaard was able to tell him. I could add to it from what you’ve—”

Bang, bang, bang...!

“Thess, are you doing that?”

“No...”

A moment of vertigo. Gerard opened his eyes. He was lying on their bed aboard the Defiance with Thess in his arms. Someone was hammering on the door. “I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but you’re needed!”

“Coming,” grunted Gerard. And then, louder, “I hear you; a moment!”

He paused to kiss Thessalyn’s temple. It was always jarring to see her in the dream, looking as she had two years ago, and then to see her in the flesh—a colorless husk, barely breathing.

To an attentive eye, though, she was looking a little better. Gerard had been massaging her hands and feet, so that they lay more naturally. She’d been swallowing a little warm honey from time to time, and the skin of her cheeks had the faintest trace of pink. Her body temperature had been slowly rising since they brought her aboard, although she still seemed unnaturally cool to the touch. Dakar said she needed to emerge from her torpid state slowly.

“I’ll be back, love,” he whispered and slid off the bed.

He’d been mostly dressed when he lay down, so he opened the door immediately to find a sailor from the on-deck watch crew. “Master Creevy requests your presence aboard the Cormorant, sir.”

Gerard frowned. “Did he say why?”

“He did not, sir, but I gather it’s a matter of some urgency. I was told you might wish to bring your sword.”

Gerard frowned. “The alarms haven’t been sounded? We’re not under attack?”

“No, sir.”

Gerard reached around the door for his sword. “Is Silveo still out with the Honeytail? What about Gwain?”

“I believe they are both still away, sir, but a pegasus has gone to look for them.”

Must be serious, then. But what could Gus Creevy want from me, apart from help in a boarding action? I don’t know anything about airships.

The messenger broke into his thoughts. “Master Creevy would like to keep everyone calm, sir, but it is the opinion of the lower deck that...that we have a visiting...dignitary...”

Gerard stared at him. “A lone visitor?”

“Yes, sir.”

Well, nobody was expecting that. “Very well, lead the way.”

*  *  *  *
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Gwain stood in the prow of the Honeytail amid the curling mists of the volcano’s upper slopes, and looked through Silas’s spyglass. Tree branches below leapt into startling focus, along with birds flitting between their boughs. Gwain paused for a moment to appreciate a crested eagle before following the slope down, over the long green hills and fins of black rock, to the shore, and then out to the Rookery of the Toothed Crane. He focused on the foot of the island—the sheltered leeward side that faced the shore. The town and its little wharf were easily visible in the magnified oval of the spyglass. “Yes, that’s the supply ship.” Gwain twisted the tube to bring it into sharper focus. “That’s the largest one that calls in the port.”

“I was afraid of that,” said Silas at his elbow. “It’s not big enough to hide the Honeytail. The port is tiny, and most shelts come and go by pegasus. Fishing boats call there, and not much else apart from that little schooner.”

Gwain lowered the glass as a capricious breeze buried them in fog. The sailboat was anchored to a black rock ledge high on the mountainside. Gwain heard a knocking sound and turned to make sure that the giant stick insect he’d placed in a jar had not somehow unscrewed the lid. He intended to keep it alive in a terrarium if possible. Andromache had several living in her study. Such amazing flora and fauna!

Their party of five had spent the morning exploring and collecting specimens on the volcano’s slopes. Now Andromache, Anaroo, and Silveo were chatting on the benches while Silas and Gwain tried to get a look at the Rookery. Gwain wished that his father were already here, sharing the view of the crested eagle, and that they could spend the afternoon in the same way they’d spent the morning.

Everyone had enjoyed themselves. Silas, of course, had been delighted by the butterflies. He now had eight, along with four beautiful metallic beetles. Andromache had names for all of them, although she did not own specimens of two. “I can’t get up here in shelt form,” she’d explained. “Not with a collecting jar.”

Anaroo had shot half a dozen birds, which Gwain intended to sketch, skin, and describe. Andromache told them the pegasus names for the birds, but did not think they all had shelt names. The creatures on the slopes of the volcano were different from those lower down and not well-studied.

Silveo had wanted to come along primarily to discuss elements of the planned rescue. Gwain hadn’t expected him to take much interest in their collecting. Nevertheless, Silveo had managed to track a rare ground bird to its nest among the ferns. Andromache had insisted they must not kill the bird, because it was already in short supply, so they had confined themselves to feathers, eggshells, and droppings.

The morning had been everything Gwain had ever wanted in a collecting trip, and he found it impossible to feel truly sad about the size of the schooner. We’ll think of something else.

An instant later, the fog cleared in a breathtaking sweep, flooding the little sailboat with sunshine. Silas took the telescope from Gwain and focused on the spire of rock, frowning. “I believe a waterborne ship large enough to hide the Honeytail could get in...but it would surely arouse suspicion unless we had a good cover story.” He was talking almost to himself.

In the stern, Anaroo and Andromache were engaged in a discussion of pit traps, which were apparently used by fauns on the upper slopes of Hydra-Hunts. Pit traps were, of course, a staple defense for the fauns of Maijha Minor. Silveo had a few stories about being on the receiving end of such devices. Gwain was about to volunteer his own, rather embarrassing, tale of falling into a poisoned sundew pit trap during his first yellow month on Maijha Minor, when Silveo got up and came padding over to the rail. “Can we see the cave from here, Gwain?”

Gwain shook his head. “It’s on the seaward side of the island.”

Silas handed Silveo the telescope anyway, and Silveo spent a long moment staring at the pinnacle of rock amid its crown of circling cranes. The telescope brought the fearsome beasts into sharp focus. Gwain knew that Silveo had an abiding fear of large animals, and so he was surprised when Silveo said quietly, “I think you should send me to guide your father to the rendezvous.”

“I was planning to send Tzu,” said Gwain. “She’ll have no trouble slipping through the space under the rock. She has a good nose.”

Silveo smiled. “From what you’ve said, I wouldn’t have any trouble slipping through that hole, either. Tzu has a good nose for blood, but she’s not a ground-level scent tracker. She doesn’t have hands. She can’t pick locks. She can’t carry much food, water, or medicine. She can’t talk her way out of danger. She can be deadly when she’s undetected, but she is extremely vulnerable to anyone who sees her coming.”

Gwain could not argue these points. “Perhaps I should send both of you?”

“Perhaps,” said Silveo.

Gwain chose his words carefully. “I haven’t really...mentioned to my father that you’re here. I think he knows, since he’s been getting news out of Wefrivain. But I didn’t want to introduce a point of contention.”

Silveo laughed. “Fair enough.”

“You did try to kill him once.”

“Only because someone paid me to.”

“For my father, this is a distinction without a difference.”

“Well, he nearly killed me. Twice, if you count Maijha Minor. So I feel we are even.”

Gwain drummed his fingers on the railing. “I cannot say for certain that he’ll feel the same way. And while you are famous for talking your way out of trouble, I’d suggest you not do it the way you did with me last time we were breaking and entering.”

“So don’t kiss him? Noted.”

Silas laughed. “Have I heard this story?”

“Maybe you haven’t,” said Silveo. “It happened while you were preparing to drop down on the Cormorant in Malabar Harbor.”

Andromache broke off from what she’d been saying to Anaroo. “Wait, who kissed Gwain?”

Gwain rolled his eyes. “It was not a romantic occasion.”

Silveo adjusted his sunhat to a rakish angle and lounged against the railing. “It really wasn’t. You didn’t even tip properly.”

“Silveo Lamire!”

“Look, I got us out of a bad situation that you had basically gotten us into.”

“I was not the one who ran ahead and did not respond to signals.”

Silas put away his telescope. “Now I have to hear this.”

They told the story over lunch—a basket of steamed buns from the market, stuffed with fish and greens, and washed down with flasks of tea. Afterward, Gwain told the tale of his arrival on Maijha Minor, and was pleased that Andromache laughed in all the right places.

As they were finishing with local fruit and nuts, he turned to Silveo and said more quietly, “My father is pragmatic, but he’s also stubborn, and I really don’t know what he’d say if you just showed up. I’m going to go out there again sometime in the next few days, whenever the weather is right. I’m hoping we’ll have a plan by then, and I can share the details. I’ll tell him about you and your offer at that time. I do think you’d make a better guide than Tzu, if he’ll trust you.”

“Sounds good,” said Silveo, “but don’t wait too long. We may need to take whatever dark night is available and just make the attempt. If he’s as sick and weak as you say, he doesn’t have much time. I know Silas wants to help, but I haven’t heard a workable plan yet for getting the Honeytail onto the island undetected. I’m sure you would like to do this bloodlessly, but that may not be possible. I could go in from the bottom, figure out the best way to get Leopaard to the top of the cliff, and then stab and poison as many people as necessary in order to make that happen. We could work out a signal, and a group of armed folk on pegasus and griffins could pluck him off the top.”

Gwain sat silently, thinking. “Andromache lives here,” he said at last. “The Cranes are a powerful faction. I don’t want to make trouble for her.”

“Agreed,” said Silveo, “but I’ve been inside that island, Gwain. I’ve listened to Jace Stravos. Those people are not a force for good in the region.”

“I think you’re right, but I am trying to do better about meddling in things I barely underst—”

“Captain Ackleby!” bawled a voice in the distance.

Everyone sat up straight. Anaroo had been lounging with her head in Silas’s lap, and she nearly bumped her nose on his chin. Silas scrambled up, opened one of the benches, and found a ship’s whistle. He made a signal call.

Moments later, one of the Cormorant’s pegasus was circling the Honeytail, whipping through the streamers of fog with quick, anxious beats of her wings. “Sir, I’m sorry to interrupt, but you’re wanted back at the ship. Master Creevy said to tell you that the guest you’ve been expecting has arrived.”

“Oh!” Silas took a deep breath. “Has there been a fight?”

“Not yet, sir,” said the pegasus.

“Well, that is something, at least. I suppose we’d better cast off. Anaroo, help me with the anchor cable.”
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Chapter 9. Civility
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Anaroo was not particularly worried about their royal visitor as Silas maneuvered the Honeytail deftly over the Cormorant. Indeed, she was more preoccupied with helping Gwain keep his new acquisitions safely contained as the sailboat was hauled aboard. Silas had gotten better at using his new gears and second rudder to keep the little vessel upright in the air as she changed altitude, but the Honeytail was still not the ideal vehicle for glass jars and delicate living creatures. Perhaps Silas should install padded compartments for them.

Gerard Holovar was on deck. Gus stood talking to him as the Honeytail landed. The moment Silas climbed down, the two of them drew him into a furiously muttered conversation. Gwain, Andromache, and Silveo looked ready to join in. Anaroo didn’t see anything to shoot, so she left them to deal with whatever machinations might be necessary.

I hope Ama has behaved. The child loved Percy dearly, but she’d been grumpy over the last two days. Anaroo thought she was cutting her first teeth. As part of this process, Ama had begun experimenting with a new, piercing shriek that could be quite unpleasant in confined spaces. If Percy took her into the gearbox and she began making that sound, he must be fairly deaf.

Anaroo had started towards the stairs when Silas trotted over and caught her arm. “My dear, would you mind sitting in with us when we speak to Adolphi Maijha?”

Whatever for? “Do you want me to look intimidating?” she hazarded.

Silas gave a lopsided smile. “Would you laugh at me if I said I wanted you to look beautiful?”

Anaroo did laugh.

He hurried on. “I want you to watch what happens and give me an opinion. I think he will ignore you.”

“He’ll consider me the least important person in the room,” said Anaroo. Surely I do not need to point out to you that his family hunted mine for sport.

“I’d like you there,” said Silas. She couldn’t quite read his tone, and was surprised when he added, “You said you wanted me to be less autocratic.”

Alright, you have me in a corner. “Very well. Though I’d prefer to shoot at him.”

“I’ve no doubt. But instead of showing up to be shot at, he’s strolled in under false pretenses and put poor Gus in a panic, making threats about buying up all the oil of vitriol in the Sunkissed Isles and such. I intend to turn the tables on him, and Holovar has a few ideas.”

Anaroo’s eyes strayed to where Gus was standing with Gerard and Gwain. Gus’s face was set in a grim expression, but Anaroo knew him well enough to recognize distress. “Oh, dear.”

Silas might not welcome his best friend into his personal life as quickly as Anaroo thought he ought to, but he could get damned protective damned fast. She couldn’t help remembering the look on his face when Gus had been shot by pirates from the Ambergris. Silas had knocked the other ship right out of the sky.

“What about Percy?” began Anaroo. “If you want input from your entire core company, I suggest fetching Marlie and Glossy—”

Silas waved his hand. “This isn’t a matter for ship’s healers, and Percy has the baby...”

Translation, thought Anaroo, you don’t want to have a conversation with Gus about the reasons that any of these people might or might not need to be included in critical decisions regarding the ship. She sighed. Maybe you’re right and now is not the time. Yesterday was the time, but we’ll leave it be.

She let some humor creep into her voice, “Is Silveo coming?”

Silas gave a short, sharp chuckle. “He offered, but I think that might be too...antagonizing. He wanted to check on Thessalyn, and Andromache offered to fly him back to the Defiance.”

Anaroo nodded. “Very well. Lead the way.”

Gwain’s uncle would have been easy for Anaroo to pick out of a crowd. He had the prominent family nose, the bright, piercing eyes, the thin mouth. Gwain, on the other hand, had a stature and build closer to his mother’s people. Adolphi was all mountain grishnard—broad and intimidating, with a military air and an easy, confident demeanor. He stood to greet them as they filed into the card room. “Captain Ackleby!” he said with suitable deference and a polite tip of the head. “Master Creevy, Nephew Gwain, it is a delight to see you all.”

He gave Gwain a wink as he sat down—the sort of gesture an uncle might bestow upon a rascally nephew, who’d impressed him in spite of going against his wishes.

Anaroo knew that she was supposed to find all of this charming or at least staggeringly brave, considering Adolphi was alone. She did not find it charming, although she could grudgingly respect his bravery.

As Silas had predicted, Adolphi completely ignored Anaroo, perhaps assuming that she was a bodyguard. His gaze lingered on Gerard. “Sir, your face is familiar, though I cannot place it.”

“Gerard Holovar. My brother rules on Holovarus, and I am representing my family’s interests abroad at the moment.”

The edge of Adolphi’s mouth curved in an expression that Anaroo thought was contempt, though he instantly plastered it over with banal goodwill. “Ah, yes, of course. Your family seat has made quite a name for itself lately, and you are something of a legend yourself, sir.”

Gerard chose to take the words at face value. “Thank you, Your Grace. We were the first of the Small Kingdoms to abolish slavery and the eating of talking beasts. We have enriched our population with many excellent artisans, crafts-folk, and laborers who are fleeing the violence in the broader crescent. We have managed to maintain our independence. None of this has come without cost or difficulty, but we are proud of what we’ve achieved.”

“Your independence?” said Adolphi. All the flattery slipped from his voice. “You’ve made a treaty with invaders, Your Highness. This hardly qualifies as maintaining your independence, though I understand that tiny Holovarus is in no position to resist the might of the Inland Sea.”

Gerard remained unruffled. “I disagree. In fact, Holovarus was in a position to cause great harm to the Inland Sea, but chose to parley instead. Kyros Magner has been fair to us and surprisingly easy to work with, once he understood our plans and desires for our kingdom.”

“Kyros Magner is a barbarian warlord from a barbarian land,” snapped Adolphi. Anaroo was perversely amused to see that he was trying to control his disgust and failing. “He thinks that because he has created a technology that is new to our dragons and our armies, he can sail into our islands and gorge on the wealth we have built. But grishnards and wyverns have beaten jagers before, and we will do so again. The shelts of Maijha will not bend their necks to a foreign power for long, sir, and I wonder at your willingness to do so.”

Those gloves came off quickly.

Gerard maintained his composure. “Barbarian is a relative term, Your Grace. As we both know, the consumption of shelts and talking animals has been so common in Wefrivain for hundreds of years that it is hardly remarked upon. And yet the inhabitants of the Sunkissed Isles regard us as unspeakably barbaric for this reason. Lord Magner and his people do not consume sentient creatures. Many folk would say that this alone makes them more civilized.”

Adolphi had gotten control of his initial outburst. The indulgent expression returned and he sat back with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Pish-posh! Next you’ll be telling me that sacrifices to the gods are murder.”

Gerard shrugged. “Our temple on Holovarus stands empty, Your Grace.”

“And yet there is a rumor that you are not entirely unfriendly to the gods,” said Adolphi with a knowing gleam in his eyes. “Perhaps even now you are in the confidences of creatures that you claim to despise. I wonder how Holovarus’s advances within the Sunkissed Isles would be perceived if that little fact became known.”

Gerard stiffened almost imperceptibly. Anaroo couldn’t tell whether Adolphi was talking about Dakar or whether he’d managed to obtain information about Thessalyn, but either was cause for alarm.

Adolphi capitalized on Gerard’s moment of hesitation to continue, “The ballads would have you the slayer of our high priestess, Prince Holovar. She wronged you, probably. She wronged many people. She was cruel and clever and held our world within her lovely hands. But now she is gone, and some say you are grooming her heir. Her blood heir. It would be quite absurd for you to claim that you are saving the world from dragons.” His eyes shifted to Gwain, who was also sitting very still. “And as for my nephew and his book of high-minded nonsense, I find it very interesting that he is sailing with you at all, considering his position on—”

“I don’t claim to have saved the world,” interrupted Gerard. He forced Adolphi to look at him and then continued, “I do claim to have changed it. And, by the Firebird, it needed changing. From the ashes of that old world, something new is being born. We can shape it and make it better. Can’t you see that?”

Anaroo had to admire Gerard’s optimism. Do you really think this person has a ‘better nature’ to which you can appeal?

“I have every intention of shaping it,” flashed Adolphi. “And I will begin by freeing my kingdom from barbarian invaders and their allies.” His eyes now held undisguised contempt. The expression fell away as he turned deliberately to Silas. “I have nothing more to say to Holovar. I am interested in discussing the disposition of my ship with her captain, who may still wish for the ‘old world’ to continue—a world that could build airships and light gas stations, a world that could house such wonders and pay for them.”

Silas spoke for the first time since entering the room. “On the contrary, I think you’ll want to listen to Prince Holovar’s proposition, Your Grace. It is better than mine, I assure you.” Silas was wearing his cardplayer’s face to perfection, and it wasn’t clear from his tone whether the words were intended to be deferential or combative.

Adolphi blinked at him. “Well, I think—” he began, and Gerard spoke over him.

“As I’ve said, many desperate refugees have washed up on our shores since the unrest began. Ocelons, foxlings, zeds, shavier, even gods from the Great Islands. And, as you’ve pointed out, we’ve welcomed those who didn’t behave like homicidal lunatics. You will be pleased to know that I am willing to put in a good word for you with my brother and father. I believe I am in a position to offer you asylum. You may set up your court-in-exile on Holovarus for the time being, Your Highness.”

Adolphi made a sputtering sound, but Gerard continued, “I can offer you this precisely because we are an independent kingdom, and not a fiefdom of the Inland Sea. Even if Kyros Magner considers you an outlaw, you will be safe within our realm. I believe we could set up an opportunity for you to parley with the jagers on neutral territory. You could perhaps make arrangements for you to go home under the right circumstances, though probably not as an independent king. The situation in Maijha has been quite different from the one on Holovarus.”

Anaroo had to avert her gaze to hide her grin. Gerard had just smoothly and politely reminded a king from the Great Islands that Holovarus outranked him. He was technically a deposed monarch, king of nothing and no one.

Anaroo swallowed her grin and looked up in time to see that Adolphi had flushed an unpleasant shade of puce. He looked at Silas and refused to meet Gerard’s gaze. “And what have you to say about this, Captain Ackleby? I am offering you immense wealth and prestige to simply return to Maijhan waters where this ship belongs. You can’t possibly expect to keep her afloat for long on these godsforsaken shores, and if you think I can’t simply take what is already mine—”

Silas’s eyes snapped up, and Anaroo saw that dangerous gleam that often accompanied a devastating hand at the card table. “Don’t threaten me.”

Adolphi, clearly unaccustomed to being interrupted, swelled like an angry toad. “I don’t threaten, sir. I act. I have more than enough financial means to see that you quickly come to the end of your light gas supply—”

“And I have the ear of Kyros Magner,” snarled Silas. “He writes to me frequently.”

Adolphi gaped. “He...writes to...”

Silas slapped a parchment down on the table as though playing a trump. Anaroo recognized it as the last page from a letter he’d shown her last yellow month. It was signed “Ky” in phonetic characters and included an elaborate stamp in the jager language.

Adolphi’s eyes were drawn to it against his obvious will. Silas let him read for a couple of seconds and then snatched the parchment away again. “He wants me to run the airship academy; I’m thinking about it. He would find it extraordinarily interesting to learn where the rest of the Maijhan navy has slunk off to.”

Adolphi’s mouth worked. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“I will defend my ship and my people,” said Silas coldly. “We have sold guns to the council here in Whileaway, and they are being installed on the cliff even as we speak. Guns in that location will bring the whole harbor into range. In addition, you may notice that the Cormorant came in convoy with some waterborne friends. We are well-defended here, and you do not have time to wander the Sunkissed Isles trying to starve us of light-gas. I suggest you take those Maijhan cowries in your hold and use them to repair and re-outfit your ships for a journey to the Pendalons. Or you could take Holovar up on his offer of exile on Holovarus. Be civil, and perhaps I’ll put in a good word for you with Ky Magner, Your Grace.”

Adolphi was fairly trembling with rage. He stared at Silas with undisguised hatred. “You are a traitor to your own species,” he hissed.

Silas shot to his feet, making Adolphi jerk back in spite of himself. “I am a leon!” He flung out his arm towards Anaroo. “And this lady whom you have not even bothered to greet is my wife. She’s extremely familiar with your brand of civility on Maijha; be happy that we did not respond to you in that vein.”

Adolphi rose with an attempt at dignity. “I see you cannot be reasoned with. I should have expected nothing else from associates of my criminal nephew.”

Anaroo’s eyes flicked to Gwain and saw that he was enjoying this every bit as much as she was.

“Get off my ship,” breathed Silas, “and then sail on, Adolphi. Either to the Pendalons or the Small Kingdoms. Sail on. Because if you remain here, I will crush you.”

It would have been a splendid parting shot, but Silas’s words were somewhat undermined by a baby’s fussy squeal and then the creak of a door at the far end of the room. Percy emerged from the private entrance to the captain’s quarters, dressed in stained linens and looking a little harried. “Silas, I thought I heard you in here. And Anaroo, thank the gods. Ama has been inconsolable...” His eyes flicked around vaguely at the others. “Are we interviewing someone?”

Anaroo was out of her chair and across the room at once. She took the baby and turned to see Silas still glaring at Adolphi. The grishnard monarch was examining this domestic scene with distaste.

Gus rose, looking considerably more at ease than when he’d sat down. He spoke with only a trace of smugness, “Allow me to escort you to a pegasus, my lord. It seems the skipper has dismissed you.”
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Chapter 10. Private Dinner
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“And then Lark shows up in the pegasus nest boxes, all innocent-like, and says, ‘So you didn’t get the job, sir?’”

Marlie and Glossy broke into a chorus of mirth as Gus finished the story of their royal visitor. The three of them were having dinner alone in their own suite of rooms this evening. Belvedere, Theseus, and Mouse were having a sleep over with Dakar aboard the Defiance, and Silas had canceled his evening with the officers, citing Ama’s continued poor humor. “But Percy came to get a tincture for her, dressed for dinner, and I’m quite certain he wasn’t eating in his own rooms,” said Marlie.

Glossy’s grin was all mischief. “Oh, but they need him to ‘put the baby to sleep.’”

“And also Ama,” said Marlie with a straight face.

Gus frowned as they dissolved into giggles. “You will not disrespect the skipper in my hearing!”

Glossy patted his arm. “Oh, Gus, we respect him extremely. And I think the three of them are adorable. I just wish they’d make themselves known, so that I could sew them a baby blanket with tokens for all of them. Needles could even embroider the names!”

Marlie gave Gus a sidelong look. “It sounds like Silas was a lion today...mostly in your defense.”

Gus gave a huff of laughter. “I don’t know about that. Adolphi pissed him off, that’s certain. It is unwise to threaten to take Silas’s ship.”

“Or to threaten his first mate,” put in Glossy.

Gus shifted uncomfortably. “I should have told Percy what was going on. I couldn’t find him, and I didn’t...I didn’t want to go into Silas’s cabin to look. I figured that’s where he must be, and I didn’t...”

Glossy slid a delicate hand under Gus’s larger one. “It’s Silas’s own fault, Gus. You wouldn’t feel strange about searching for Percy in the captain’s cabin if they were open about their relationship.”

Words fled Gus’s brain for a moment as her fingers traced his palm. “I... Yes. But, the way they both looked at me when I came back from seeing Adolphi off the ship... I knew I’d messed up.”

“Were they angry?” asked Marlie.

Gus shook his head. “Not exactly...”

He could still see the puzzled frown on Percy’s face, the mild exasperation on Silas’s. “Why didn’t you tell me he was here?” Percy had asked. “I could have handled some of this. I certainly wouldn’t have interrupted with the baby.”

“Doesn’t the Maijhan king know you?” Gus had asked weakly.

Percy had shaken his head. “I’ve never met him. He’s not a gambler, nor a particular friend of the Haplagian royals. Our paths never crossed.”

“I would prefer to keep Ama out of these things,” Anaroo had muttered. She was still holding the baby, rather more tightly than Gus had seen her hold the child before.

He didn’t dare tell them what Adolphi had said as Gus escorted him to the pegasus boxes. “Another godsdamned half-breed! Is that creature really the mother?”

“I’ll thank you to shut your mouth,” Gus had told him, “or I will shut it for you.”

As he watched the king ride away, Gus couldn’t help thinking, Letting him go is a mistake. He saw too much. Because of me. I’ve made a rat’s nest of this, and it’s going to come back to bite us.

He looked into Glossy’s bright eyes and Marlie’s dark ones and didn’t want to say the words aloud. If he didn’t articulate his fears, perhaps they wouldn’t come true. Instead, he said, “I told Silas what Adolphi threatened about buying up oil of vitriol, but I didn’t mention the...um...shopping with credit.”

“Because it’s Percy doing the shopping,” said Marlie flatly.

Gus scratched his head. “I don’t want to appear to be setting against him. But I’m really concerned—”

“Gus!” Marlie threw up her hands. “For gods’ sakes, talk to Silas about Percy! I think he will be relieved to have it out in the open!”

Gus made a face. “You didn’t see the way he looked at me when I tried to talk to him about Percy earlier in the season. Silas has to bring it up himself. I can’t—”

Glossy squeezed his hand, “Then talk to Percy. Could you do that?”

Gus squirmed. “He’s posh—”

“Gus, you were handing him up the side of the Nightingale this winter.”

Gus gave a startled snort of laughter.

“You remember how he was living in his dressing gown?” continued Marlie.

Gus laughed again.

“He’s not that posh.”

“Alright.” Gus took a deep breath. “I’ll talk to him.”

Glossy pulled her hand out of his and clapped him on the arm—a gesture she’d acquired recently from the lower deck. “That’s my brave Gus!”

Gus rolled his eyes. “Please don’t patronize me. I am well aware that I am being an utter coward. I would rather deal with feral wyverns in the hold of an abandoned ship than talk to Percy about his shopping habits.”

“But we’ve already done that,” said Marlie brightly.

Glossy folded her hands and wriggled in her seat. “Enough about Silas and Percy. I was thinking: just because we’re not having an officers’ card night doesn’t mean we can’t have a private card night. And maybe we could do something different? Betting with our clothes, maybe?”

Gus raised one eyebrow. “Gloss...you never play.”

“You’re terrible at cards,” added Marlie.

Glossy bit her lip. “Mmm-hmm. So, do you want to?”

Marlie and Gus looked at each other sidelong. They answered in the same instant, “Yes.”
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Chapter 11. Meeting Interesting People
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Late in the morning of the following day, Silas stood in the narrow hall of a second-story boarding house and gathered his courage to knock on a door. He’d rather hoped that the place would be impossible to find, or the person who’d recently lived here departed. But the search had been easy, with numerous people in the busy street pointing him the way. “Oh, he lives right up there! He’ll definitely be in at this time. If he’s awake, haha!”

Maybe I’ve arrived too early. Silas had purchased a cup of tea from a vendor and dithered in the street for an embarrassing length of time before admitting to himself that he was stalling. And he didn’t even like tea. At last, he went into the boarding house, left his name with a doorman who asked no questions, and climbed the stairs to the second-floor flats. The whole atmosphere felt uncomfortably familiar. I used to spend every winter in places like this and count myself lucky if I could afford their cheapest room until the airship season started.

This boarding house was far from the worst Silas had experienced, but there were still rodent droppings in a corner, peeling paint that did not quite hide a rotten banister, and the usual vague smell of mildew. I never stayed in one of these places again after I met Percy. Can I really blame anyone else for wishing to have such luck?

The door opened on the second knock, but only a crack. Silas caught the glimmer of a chain near the top. A wary eye peered out at him. “I’m not performing until this evening. I don’t take requests or visitors unannounced. If you have gifts, cards, or letters, please leave them with the doorman downstairs. You may leave your name; I will respond, but not right now. Thank you.”

Silas shoved his boot into the narrow opening as the door began to close. “I’m sorry to turn up like this, Zael, but I wanted a word in private. I wanted to apologize.”

There was a long beat, during which the sliver of face only looked confused. Then the eye widened. His voice came out small and uncertain, “Captain Ackleby?”

“Yes.” Silas had dressed in plain ship’s linens and braided his hair in a sailor’s queue. A coat or jacket would have added some dignity, but the weather was too hot. In the end, Silas had added only the simplest waistcoat in his closet and some work boots. He felt like himself, at least.

“I don’t duel...” came the uncertain voice from the other side of the door.

Silas laughed. “Neither do I. I really am here to apologize.” He pulled his foot out of the opening, and waited.

The door slid shut and Silas heard the rattle of the chain. It opened again to reveal an uncertain-looking actor in his shirtsleeves, dark hair tied back in an artless tail. He had ink stains on several fingers and a pencil tucked behind one ear. The flat behind him was a single room with a window opening onto the street and a desk pulled up in front of it, overflowing with notebooks, scrolls, and pages of scribbled text. Silas caught the rest out of his peripheral vision—the tiny fireplace, the ancient wardrobe, the wobbly table, the bed partially hidden by a screen. Boarding houses were the same everywhere, it seemed.

Zael’s flat could hardly be called dreary, though, as flower wreaths and bouquets covered the table and lay strewn on the floor around the desk. Various articles of expensive-looking clothing and jewelry hung over the wardrobe door. Gifts, Silas supposed, from admirers. My former boarding houses certainly never included any of those.

Zael was still clearly trying to decide whether he should be worried. His eyes flicked to the hall, as though expecting a retinue. “It’s just me,” said Silas. “May I come in? I promise I won’t take up much of your time.”

Zael came to life all at once. “Certainly! Gods, I’m just standing here gaping at you. I’ve been working this morning; I’m a little scattered. Please come in. I’ll, um, make tea.” He was fluttering around the room now, trying to clear the table of papers, flowers, and dishware.

“Please don’t trouble yourself,” said Silas. He came into the room and shut the door. The scent of blossoms pervaded the whole space and the waft of air through the open window was pleasant. Silas averted his eyes while Zael whisked the contents of his table into a corner, and then dragged over the chair from the desk.

“You don’t have to—” repeated Silas.

“Not another word!” exclaimed Zael with a theatrical flourish. “I have no idea what has brought an airship captain to my humble door, but I will certainly offer you refreshment. Gods know you offered me plenty.”

Silas winced. Zael was busy lighting the fire and didn’t see it. He returned with a tin of tiny cakes that Silas felt certain had also been a gift from an admirer. He set them on the table and selected one as though to prove that they really were for eating. “You have nothing to apologize for. Why are you actually here?”

Silas folded his hands on the table and spoke quietly. “I do, though. I was unfriendly to you when you visited my ship. I was rude. I didn’t even thank you for a performance that made the night a success and delighted my crew.”

Zael chuckled. “Oh, I don’t know about that, Captain. I think the performance you put on at the end of the night delighted them more.”

There was a silence that stretched just a little too long, and Zael said quickly. “I didn’t mean—”

Silas spoke, eyes fixed on his hands. “As to that...I shouldn’t have done it. I baited Percy into playing half the night, because I didn’t want him to leave with you. It was not an accident or a coincidence. I knew exactly what I was doing, and I apologize.”

Complete silence in the flat. Silas didn’t dare look up. He forced himself not to twist his hands together and went on deliberately. “Because of things you said to Percy, he and I have had a much-needed conversation, and I am...trying...to be the sort of person he can leave with. You were right about me—”

“No.” Zael interrupted with such conviction that Silas looked up. The actor was staring at him as though seeing him for the first time. All of the theatrical bravado had vanished. “I was dead-wrong. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.” Another pause, and then his hand shot out. After a moment, Silas took it hesitantly. Zael stood up, some of the flash returning, bowed over his hand, and said, “Silas Ackleby, it is truly a pleasure to finally meet you. I have been listening to Percy’s diatribes on your beauty, brilliance, and obstinacy for years. None of them do you justice. You are absolutely terrifying. But you are not a monster, and I have never been so pleased to have misjudged anyone in my life.”

Silas had no idea what to say to this. He could feel himself going pink around the ears. Zael released his hand and went swooping back over to the teapot. “I shall certainly use you as a model for every ship’s captain I perform in the future! And every cardsharp. Gods, that one-handed shuffle!”

Silas was laughing uncomfortably. “Please stop.”

“According to Percy, you can win a game of Maijhan Skuttlebones with only four trump in your hand and play two games at once.”

Silas rolled his eyes. “Percy loves me, and so he exaggerates.”

Zael sat back down. He smiled. “Yes, he does. Love you, I mean.”

The silence descended again, but with less awkwardness. Zael poured the tea.

Silas rolled the ornate little cup between his fingers. He hadn’t intended to share more of his personal life than he already had, but now he found that he wanted Zael to think well of him. Or at least less badly. “Did Percy tell you that I’m a leon?”

He glanced up to see Zael with the cup halfway to his lips. He lowered it slowly. “No...”

Of course he didn’t. Silas could see the implications slowly spooling through Zael’s head as his expression changed. “Gods...”

“It’s not an excuse,” said Silas quietly, “but it is a reason... They don’t even let leons play in most of the clubs where Percy and I were gambling when we—when he was in school. Certainly not in the club where I won the Albatross. I would have lost my ship if anyone had found out. Percy had a temper, and we fought sometimes, and he already had so much more money and power and connections than I did...”

“So you never told him,” finished Zael, “and you never... Of course you didn’t.” He thought for a moment and added, “I wouldn’t have told him, either, in your shoes. I used to be terrified of what might happen if I had a fight with Percy.”

“I should have been honest with him, though,” whispered Silas. “If anyone deserved the truth from me, it was Percy. I would never have gotten into the kind of clubs where I could win an airship if not for him. He was friendly and open-handed, and he made me...well, bearable, frankly. He introduced me to so many interesting people who became valuable friends later...” Silas’s breath caught on a laugh. “He’s still introducing me to interesting people.”

Zael’s laugh rang around the small room. He leaned forward and clinked their teacups together. “Well, here’s to meeting people through Percy. Does he know you’re here?”

“No. I didn’t want him to be distressed if this went poorly. He is making an enormous effort to integrate himself into my world and my family, to truly make friends with my wife and child. I would hate to think that I, in turn, am driving his friends away. If you and your troupe would like passage back to the Great Islands, I believe we will be sailing there by next summer, possibly sooner.”

Zael grinned. “That is kind of you.” He hesitated. “I should probably apologize as well. I was deliberately provocative when I visited your ship. I believed you were abusing Percy’s affections to take advantage of him. I’m not blameless on that count myself, a fact he pointed out in no uncertain terms before we parted that evening. But I did think I was doing him a favor. I thought I understood what was going on between the two of you. I clearly did not.”

Silas peered at him. “Percy seemed to think you might be...in financial distress.”

Zael laughed. “Actually, it has been raining money since we performed on the Cormorant. I’ve had no end of invitations and expensive gifts. My troupe has been contemplating renting a house in a better part of town. If we sail with you next year, I believe we can properly pay our way.”

Silas held up a hand. “I wouldn’t hear of it. But I am glad to know you are not struggling.” He hesitated. “Surely it’s better to own your success than to be dependent upon someone else?”

“Always. But I’ll take security first and freedom second if I have to choose. To hear Percy talk, you would rather starve than take a single cowry, even from your dearest friends. I’m sure that’s braver and much more virtuous, but I’ve never been accused of either, so...”

Silas was laughing. “There’s nothing virtuous about my difficulty accepting help. I’m just fiendishly stubborn.”

“Many would call that a virtue.”

Silas sighed. “It’s a virtue that has often resulted in me getting everything I want and losing everyone.” There was a moment’s pause while Zael seemed to be searching for something sufficiently weighty to say and Silas wished he had not been so blunt. He spoke to lighten the mood, “At any rate, I would not stand in the way of Percy patronizing your endeavors, now or in the future, but I’m glad to hear that your fortunes are improving.”

Zael gave an extravagant shrug. “If you would like to contribute to the ongoing project of making me rich, you could play games in the taverns with me and my friends some evening. There are all kinds of folk washing up here, including some with very heavy pockets! We’d have to disguise you, of course, or no one would give me good betting odds. However, as it so happens, I have many disguises available!”

Silas laughed uneasily. “That sounds like Percy’s kind of evening.”

“Percy would adore it.”

“Perhaps. In the meantime, I do have a proposition for you that might result in royal patronage. More importantly, it would save a life and...possibly my ship.”

Zael sat up straight. “You have my full attention.”

Silas held up a hand. “What I’m asking is a considerable risk, and I will understand if you can’t or won’t do it.”

“You have stoked my curiosity to the highest level.”

Silas took a deep breath. “I noticed at the party on the Cormorant that a great many people were approaching you with requests, and I thought maybe... Have you had any invitations to perform at the Rookery of the Toothed Crane?”

Zael frowned. “As a matter of fact, yes, I did get a request to perform at a religious festival there. I thought it rather odd. I haven’t responded.”

Silas leaned forward. “Religious festival?”

“Yes, they sent me a story that they want performed. Something about a faun who turns into a toothed crane and fights wyverns. It’s not a very good story, in my opinion, and they don’t leave much room for interpretation. I don’t like being dictated to when it comes to theater. In Wefrivain, I avoided temple performances for the same reason.”

Silas nodded. “Any chance you could fold a floating sailboat into this restrictive narrative?”

Zael cocked an eyebrow at him. “Maybe... How is this going to get me royal patronage or save anyone’s life?”

Silas sat back and steepled his fingers. “At the party on the Cormorant, you probably met Gwain Maijha.”

“Briefly. He wasn’t what I expected after all the ballads.”

“My thoughts as well the first time I met him. Anyway, he is a childhood friend of my wife’s, and he was instrumental in teaching us to make light gas for the airship so that we could bring her all the way out here. His father, Leopaard Maijha, was taken captive by the crane cult over a year ago and is still trying to escape from the island.”

A long beat. Zael’s mobile face twisted into a look of disbelief. “His father... The king? The rightful king of Maijha is...”

“A fugitive, hiding in a cave, yes,” said Silas. “He’s proven difficult to rescue, but I think we could do it with the Honeytail. I’d like a pretext for bringing the sailboat onto the island—something that won’t make the cult suspicious. A prop for a religious play seems about right.”
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Chapter 12. The Actual Truth about Wyverns
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Gerard tilted his face into the sun, enjoying a sensation he’d thought never to feel again: Thessalyn’s hand in his. They’d brought her up onto the deck of the Defiance, into the wind and sun, because Dakar thought it might be good for her. They’d strung a hammock in the bows, and Gerard sat beside it on a deck chair, holding her hand and watching the play of light across her face. Her hand in his felt almost warm.

Best of all, she’d started to move—not purposeful movements, but the random twitches of an ordinary sleeper. Her tail would quiver and flick from time to time. Her hands or paws would tense. Her eyes flickered beneath her lids, and she would sometimes move her lips as though trying to speak. She could swallow water and thin gruel reliably, and Gerard and Silveo had been feeding her at least once per watch. Now, with the sun on her face, Gerard could swear she was smiling. He hoped that her internal world was bright and that the chain that held her was loosening. He hoped that she was sailing her own boat, and that the prow pointed towards freedom.

Dakar had warned Gerard and Silveo that Thessalyn’s increasing wakefulness might result in a diminution of their link, but so far, Gerard couldn’t tell any difference. Thessalyn was nearly always in their dreams, and he kept expecting to hear her voice in his head during waking hours, but so far that had not happened.

Footfalls echoed on the stairs, and Silveo and Gwain emerged on deck. Gwain had only just risen, having flown out with Andromache last night to visit his father and share their plan for a rescue. Silveo had been waiting impatiently for him to wake up this morning and give a report.

Gwain had a cup of tea in his hand now. He looked tired, but pleased. “Father thinks it will work,” was the first thing Gerard heard him say to Silveo. “He was delighted by the idea of a floating sailboat. I think he would have talked to me about that for the entire evening. It’s a shame that we didn’t have more time.”

“I’m sure Silas will be happy to satisfy his curiosity for days on end,” said Silveo. “If your father will sign over papers for the Cormorant, he’ll have the premier expert on floating sailboats at his disposal.”

Gwain laughed. “He’ll sign over the Cormorant. He’s impressed that we got her all the way out here. He did say that he’s not sure she’s appropriate for cargo work, but I’ll let him and Silas have that conversation later.” Gwain hesitated. “He asked whether we’d found anything strange in the ballonet access room—that’s what Silas calls the Star Room. I said I didn’t think so, and he said that was just as well, and he’d explain later.” Gwain shrugged. “Maybe Silas can tell my father about floating sailboats and my father can tell Silas something he doesn’t know about the Cormorant.”

“I find that hard to imagine,” said Silveo. They’d reached the hammock and Gerard’s deck chair. Silveo took off his straw hat and placed it on Gerard’s head, as though he were a hat rack. Then he flopped unceremoniously over the side of the hammock and slithered down half on top of Thessalyn.

Gerard gave a startled grunt.

“What?” Silveo slid one arm behind her head. “She likes soft things. I weigh nothing.”

“She is fragile. You do weigh something.”

“If she was awake, she wouldn’t mind.”

Gerard didn’t really mind, either. He put the hat, which was much too small for him, on Silveo’s stomach and turned to Gwain. “What did your father say about Silveo?”

Gwain hesitated. “Not much. I told him the plan. He didn’t ask any questions about that part.”

“Yes, but...” Gerard searched Gwain’s face.

“Gerard, he can’t be picky. He is very sick.”

Gerard sighed. He glanced at Silveo. “Have you gotten the route worked out?”

“Most of it. Between Thessalyn’s reconstruction of our visit and Leopaard’s information, I’m fairly certain of how to reach the upper terraces from the cave.”

“Fairly?” echoed Gerard.

“Yes. There are a few holes in our map.”

“I don’t like sending you into that place ‘fairly certain’ of where you’re going.”

Silveo flipped his tail. “When we were walking down, I could smell the places where fresh air was coming in. Tzu will be with me, and her nose is even better. Between the two of us, I don’t see how we can really get lost. Also, Andromache says that during religious festivals, they all wear these hideous crane costumes. Zael is going to see if he can get some for this ‘play.’ So even if Leopaard and I run into anyone, we’ll be disguised.”

Gerard rolled his eyes. “One of you is much too tall to be a faun and one is much too short. You’re not going to blend in, Silveo. Besides, they’ve been looking for Leopaard for over a year. I’m sure they’d recognize him, even in disguise. Don’t you remember the way Stravos reacted when we mentioned him?”

Silveo shrugged. “I’ll bring one of the little guns. And my knives, of course. Most of the cult members will be at the performance, so there shouldn’t be many in the tunnels. You’ll be at the top of the cliff. I might actually be near enough to talk in your head as we get closer.”

Gwain glanced at Gerard. “So you’re going with the Honeytail’s party?”

“I hope so. Do you think it’s a bad idea?”

Gwain considered. “No, not bad. I would appreciate the help if things turn ugly. You’ll need to ask Silas if there’s room, of course, and you might have to pretend to be an actor.”

“Just as long as I don’t have to pretend to act.”

“You might.”

Silveo laughed. “Please tell me there’s a dress rehearsal. I simply must see Gerard act.”

Gerard rolled his eyes. To Gwain, he said, “What are you and Andromache going to do after you drop Silveo and Tzu off?”

Gwain hesitated. “I think I will be with the Honeytail’s party, actually. It’s better if Andromache takes Silveo and Tzu in alone. Just one pegasus and not much weight. That would be safer. After she drops them off, I hope she goes back to the mainland. The Cranes know her at this point, and it would be better if she is not spotted.”

Gerard nodded. He could see the wisdom of this, but the idea of Silveo going into hostile territory alone with an incomplete map filled him with anxiety.

Silveo reached over the edge of the hammock and found Gerard’s hand. “I’ve already asked Dakar to watch over Thess while we’re gone.”

“She needs a job,” agreed Gerard. She had been unhappy to be left out of the rescue plans.

“She needs a job,” said Silveo, “and she likes talking to Thess.”

Gerard smiled. “They’ve been going on and on about Azure Bay lately. Thess reconstructed our wedding there for her...the visual part from my memories.”

Silveo raised one eyebrow. “I’m glad Thess is the best person I know, because some of the things she can do lately are terrifying. Did she get it right?”

Gerard shrugged. “I have no idea. I wasn’t part of this experience. Dakar told me about it yesterday.”

Silveo shook his head.

Gwain was listening with interest. “I hope you’ll write some of this down.”

“We can publish a book and call it The Actual Truth about Wyverns,” said Silveo.

That made everyone laugh.
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Chapter 13. Fraud
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Gus was relieved to hear that a date had been set for the play and the rescue—the full of the red moon, some eight days off. Maybe after that’s finished, we won’t have to worry about Adolphi Maijha anymore. Maybe he’ll give up on the Cormorant when he learns his older brother is alive. Maybe he’ll flee to the Pendalons or use his gold to set up a fine house in the Sunkissed Isles. Gods know why you’d want to go start a war when you could set yourself up properly.

“Gus,” said Glossy gently when he mentioned this, “you said you’d talk to Percy. I think you’d feel better if you did it. Please? You did promise.”

So one pleasant afternoon, with the sunlight shining through the glass and lattice-work of the Cormorant, Gus went in search of Percy. He found him high on one of the catwalks, a folder of blueprints propped on the rail, with a dense column of math scribbled on one side. He had a long, spooled measuring tape hanging out of one pocket. He’d been measuring things a lot lately. Gus assumed it was for purposes of extensive and expensive renovations. Percy was focused on his calculations and did not look up as Gus approached.

“Perciv— Percy,” he began. The short name still felt awkward. He wanted to say “Captain” or “sir.” Treat him like a normal person. A normal ship’s engineer. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you.”

Percy didn’t look up. “Yes, what is it, Creevy?” He sounded distracted, but Gus was used to that. It was Silas’s normal state of being.

Gus took a deep breath. “I know you’ve been beautifying the ship lately, sir.” Don’t call him sir.

If Percy noticed the slip, he gave no sign.

Gus plunged on, “And your instincts are admirable, I’m sure. She’s a lovely ship, and it’s unfortunate that she’s been knocked about, but...you see...we’re not really in a position at the moment to expend funds on...on non-essentials, if you take my meaning. Frivolities, is what some would call them. Not that I think pride in one’s ship is frivolous, sir.” Godsdamnit.

Percy was still looking at his sheet of paper. “Creevy, I know this sounds absurd, but humor me for a moment. Do you think it’s possible that we have a ninth light gas bladder?”

Gus struggled to understand how light gas bladders were connected with frivolous ship upgrades. “I beg your pardon?”

Percy looked up, his expression intent. “Could there be two in one of the housings? Perhaps buried deep inside? Could there be...I don’t know...one inside a ballonet? I’ve never heard of such a thing. It’s just that these ratios are impossible...”

Gus felt a sinking sense of frustration. You are not listening to me. He tried again. “I have not noticed any extra light gas bladders, s—Percy. If I could just have a moment of your time regarding the ship’s budget...”

Percy waved a hand. “You don’t have to worry about that, Creevy. I’ll pay for the upgrades.”

Gus felt a wave of relief. So you were listening to me. “You’re not shopping with credit, then?”

Percy was staring at his math once more. “Well, yes. I can’t exactly access my family’s money at the moment, but it’s mine to spend, and Silas agreed to let me do it.”

Gus’s anxiety returned. “Does Silas know that merchants in town may consider the airship collateral for these loans?”

Percy made a face. “Technically I suppose you could say that, but it’s all really immaterial. I have the money to pay for it many times over.” He thrust the blueprints and columns of numbers into Gus’s hands. “Just look at this for a moment. I have measured the ship’s weight three times—once from records and twice Cobalt and I did it by hand. This is the cubic volume of the light-gas bladders, and here are my lift ratios. Tell me I’m wrong!”

Gus stared at the columns of numbers and geometric calculations. An old sense of panic welled up in his stomach.

“Fraud,” whispered a voice in his head. “You’re supposed to be the first mate of this grand airship, and you don’t even understand how her gearbox works.”

Percy’s calculations included math symbols that Gus had never even seen before. This is a test. He’s mocking me. What right do I have to lecture him about the ship’s budget when I don’t even understand his lift ratios?

“I’m sure the skipper would have some idea,” said Gus weakly and retreated back down the catwalk.
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Chapter 14. Rehearsal
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Silas stood before a silk screen depicting a jungle beach. He was brandishing an absurdly oversized wooden cutlass, and wearing an old-fashioned doublet in dark purple. Stiff lace scratched at his throat and created a distracting flutter around his cuffs. Percy, I hope you’re enjoying this.

One glance at the audience told Silas that Percy most certainly was. To Silas’s dismay, a great many other people had turned up to watch the rehearsal on the deck of the Cormorant. They had five days until their scheduled performance at the Rookery of the Toothed Crane, and they’d all been frantically memorizing their lines.

Zael had originally wanted to bring half a dozen members of his acting troupe. He’d wanted to pass off other members of the rescue party as stagehands. Silas, however, pointed out that the Honeytail might have to move quickly, and she must not be overburdened. If all went well, her escape would be woven into the narrative of the play and would draw no repercussions at all. Still, they could not be certain of getting Leopaard aboard undetected. If they were discovered, they would have to flee, and anyone left behind might be killed.

“We need enough people for a brief fight, and enough to sail the ship quickly,” said Silas. “Any more will only endanger us. For maximum speed, I need three good sailors in addition to myself—one for each pectoral, one to adjust the sails. Are any of your actors sailors, Zael?”

Zael had shaken his head. “Not of the type you need, no.”

In the end, they’d decided not to involve any actual actors apart from Zael himself. The party from the Cormorant would consist of Silas, Anaroo, Gwain, and Gerard. They could all sail, and all of them except Silas could fight. By the time they left the island, they would also be carrying Leopaard, Silveo, and Tzu.

“That’s well under the Honeytail’s current weight capacity,” said Silas. “We should be able to outrun anything in the air, especially with Anaroo and Silveo available to take a few shots at pursuers.”

Of course, this arrangement meant that the five of them would have to perform the play. “The hero has most of the lines,” Zael said. “I can do that part.”

“But isn’t the hero a faun?” asked Gwain.

Zael shrugged. “We have shoes that look like hooves.”

Gwain had laughed. He’d spent most of his life trying to pass off his hooves as paws.

“For the rest of the cast, I need two grishnards, one more shavier faun, and one wyvern,” Zael had continued. “The wyvern has the most lines apart from me.”

“I don’t want to speak,” said Anaroo at once. “Gwain, you be the wyvern.”

“The irony is killing me,” said Gwain.

“Silas can pretend to be a grishnard—” continued Anaroo.

“That is the only kind of acting I’m good at,” interjected Silas.

“And Gerard can actually be one,” finished Anaroo.

As soon as Dakar heard about the play, she complained. “I want to be the wyvern!”

Gerard and Silveo assured her this was out of the question. “We need you to watch over Thessalyn. You can’t sail. The rescue party is very small. Lots of other important people aren’t coming.”

Percy wasn’t. He’d argued briefly, which Silas took as progress. I had to beg him to come on the Cormorant’s cutting out. He was so sure he wouldn’t be useful with only one hand. Now he actually wants to come, but I don’t think he should. “We’re not capturing an airship, Percy. I’d ask you to come if we were capturing an airship.”

Silas noticed that Anaroo made no attempt to argue for Percy’s inclusion, either. “Watch over Ama for us,” she said, “and take care of her if we don’t come back.”

Percy looked horrified.

Silas had rolled his eyes. “Zed pessimism. We’re coming back. But please do watch over Ama. And don’t forget to feed Balthazar if we’re gone too long.”

Percy’s serious expression dissolved into disgust. “I am not feeding that thing.” Balthazar was what Anaroo had started calling the whispering roach.

“Ama likes to watch him,” said Anaroo playfully.

“Well, for Balthazar’s sake, you’d better come back,” said Percy. “Otherwise, I’ll raise your kid, but the roach is going straight over the side.”

He’d brightened when Silas told him they were going to rehearse the play on deck. When Zael arrived with props, Percy hung back at first, but immediately joined in once he saw Silas and Zael talking. By the time they were sorting through costumes, he was making jokes. Before the rehearsal started in earnest, he pulled Silas aside and murmured, “Thank you.”

“For making a fool of myself? It’s really for Gwain, but I’m sure you’ll also get some entertainment out of it.”

Percy had smiled. “For...trying to get along with Zael.”

“He’s not actually difficult to get along with,” said Silas. He hesitated. Say it out loud. It’ll make him happy. “I like him better when he’s not taking you to bed.”

Percy practically glowed.

Silas found waving a wooden sword and prancing around in velvet doublets exactly as ridiculous as he’d expected. Gerard wasn’t enjoying it, either, and none of the costumes fit him. Glossy offered to retailor one. Anaroo’s costume didn’t fit any better than Gerard’s, but she flatly refused to wear the clothes Zael had in mind and opted for ship’s linens with a red sash and jacket. “I’m supposed to be a faun pirate. I am a faun pirate. I know what we wear.”

“Yes, but from a hundred years ago,” said Zael, “and not a pirate, really.”

“Close enough.”

Gwain, on the other hand, took to acting quite readily. He kept trying to improve his lines.

“I don’t think they’ll like that,” said Zael.

“Yes, but the wyvern is making a transparently terrible argument,” complained Gwain.

“It’s a transparently terrible play!” countered Zael.

Silas could see how Zael had tried to improve the source material with choreography. The heavy-handed moralizing gained nuance and depth through pantomimed scenes that didn’t actually alter the text. The choice of colorful screen backgrounds added some artistry. For the final scene Zael had brought a crane mask with a bright red crest, and an oversized cape made of black and white feathers. He planned to walk onto the Honeytail, where he would perform his final transformation in the prow. He would stand there like a figurehead, and drape the cape around him, over the rail, where it would cover the front of the sailboat. The symbolism was simple, but clear. In that moment, the Honeytail would become a toothed crane. She would rise and fly away to the surprise and delight of the intended audience.

The rehearsal audience, on the other hand, was enjoying the play for entirely different reasons. There were not enough deck chairs set up to allow the crew to attend, but every sailor on the ship had contrived some reason to stroll around the deck. Silveo kept calling unhelpful suggestions to Gerard, and Percy wondered aloud whether they should have a “dress up” card night.

“Take a good look,” said Silas acidly around his stiff lace collar, “because you will never see this again.”

“May I offer you some advice on how to actually hold a sword?” asked Percy with great innocence.

“You may not,” said Silas.

Only Gus seemed not to be enjoying Silas’s humiliation. He kept sternly sending unnecessary sailors below decks and glaring down anyone who laughed openly. “I know it doesn’t look it, but this is serious business,” he told two smirking deckhands. “You’ve got to leave the officers to their work and not distract them, mates.”

Silas had to hand it to Zael—he’d thought this through. The play on paper was not long, but Zael’s additions of wordless choreography provided vital opportunities for altering the length of the production. “If Silveo and the king have not yet arrived, we’ll perform this part,” he said. “If they have arrived, we’ll skip straight here.”

After a tedious watch of mock sword fights, speeches, and overly dramatic death scenes, Zael said, “I believe I’ve tormented you enough for today.”

Silas tossed down his sword and started stripping off the restricting waistcoat and collar. “Thank the gods. But we still need to practice the ending.”

“The ending? But I just...”

Silas waved at the rope ladder that led up the side of the Honeytail. She was tethered head and stern, but her new keel and roomier hold prevented her from sitting flush with the deck of the Cormorant. “Get on back up there, troupe leader.” Silas spoke with malevolent cheer. “I’ve sailed with all of these people, but not in this configuration, and Gerard isn’t accustomed to airships. This crew needs practice. And surely you didn’t suppose you’d be doing nothing? I may need you to haul on a rope.”

Zael hesitated only an instant. “Fortunately, Percy has put me to work a few times. Aye-aye, Skipper.”

*  *  *  *
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Some time later, Percy and Zael sat watching the sunset and the continuing activity aboard the Honeytail. Silas was still giving his crew a final debrief about the workings of the sailboat.

Zael, however, had been permitted to crawl over the side and collapse in one of the deckchairs. He looked windblown and a little green. “I really thought he intended to dump me into the sea at one point,” he muttered to Percy, who burst out laughing.

“It looked like you were making good speed.”

“Good speed? We were heeled so far over, I could have comfortably stood on the railing!”

“It’s not actually easy to pilot small floating craft. You can overcorrect so easily. It takes a lot of skill.”

“I got that idea.” Zael gave a shaky laugh. “But I still think he wanted me to know that he could dump me into the sea.”

“He might have been taking a tiny bit of revenge for the lace collar.”

“I shall apologize on my knees. Or you can do it for me.” Zael glanced at Percy sidelong to gauge his reaction.

Percy smiled and said nothing.

Zael grinned. “You look so happy.”

“I am.”

“I’m glad.”

“Silas is not trying to threaten you. He wants to be friends.” Percy hesitated. “I think he was showing off a little.”

“Gods. Well, I’m glad I didn’t vomit.”

“Would you like a cup of soothing tea? Wet washcloth?”

“I think I’d just like to sit here for a moment, upright...without moving.”

Percy tried not to laugh again. “He said he went to visit you and...and told you about the leon thing.”

Zael sighed. In a low voice, he murmured, “I’m sorry I spoke to you as I did, Percy. I thought I understood, and I—”

Percy waved his hand. “You were more right than wrong.”

“I was more greedy than anything.”

“Please don’t mention that. If you actually need help—”

“I don’t, though! I’m practically awash in money lately.”

“What I mean is, I doubt you’ll get paid for this performance, and I’m happy to—”

Zael shook his head. “I am done mixing friendship with patronage. If Silas can keep his bloody-minded pride, maybe I can, too.” He hesitated. “Which means there may be a lot of uncompensated vomiting in my future. Gods.”

Percy patted him on the shoulder. “You’ll get your air legs.”

“There are no legs for that sailboat.” He leaned back and shut his eyes. “And nobody could fail to be impressed by Silas piloting that thing practically side-on to the deck, barking orders and tearing along through the clouds like whitewater. He really is something else.”

“You should see him do it alone.”

“Alone?!”

“Yes, without a lifeline. Only I don’t think he’ll do that anymore. We had rather a close call the other day. He got an earful from Anaroo.”

Above them on the deck of the Honeytail, Anaroo and Silas were demonstrating the folding of the kite to Gerard and Gwain. “She must like you,” murmured Zael. “She doesn’t seem the sort to tolerate insults. And you can tell he adores her. I can’t imagine he’d do anything to make her unhappy.”

Percy swallowed. “Anaroo and I get along well, actually. I would not have guessed it, but we do. She...thinks I make a good father.”

Zael looked at him with such pity that Percy couldn’t help but look away. “What are you going to do about your wife and children? You can’t do nothing, Percy; you’ll regret it.”

“I know!” Percy clenched and unclenched his fingers. “I am going to send Layjen with some help. She’d rather see him than me; I’m sure of that.”

“How much help?”

“I’m still thinking about it.”
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Chapter 15. The Market
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In the cool dawn of a clear day, Belvedere and Theseus stood on the cliffs above town and expounded upon their favorite topic: the great guns. Councilor Phaedra and her people had seemed a little uncertain at first, a little stand-offish, maybe even a touch offended. They’d asked for guns and instructions on how to use them, and they’d been sent a foxling child and a jaguar. However, as the installation on the cliffs progressed, they soon understood that all the expertise they needed was inside Theseus’s head, and whatever he lacked in thumbs and linguistic dexterity could be provided by Belvedere.

Glossy had attended the first two sessions—a fact that Belvedere found increasingly annoying. Only babies need their mother to follow them around!

The third time, she’d allowed him to go out with Master Creevy. Mouse and Dakar had been permitted to come along, as well. Master Creevy said that they could call him Gus when they were not on deck, and this made Belvedere feel very grown up, although he couldn’t bring himself to actually do it.

Dakar was wearing her favorite form of a little black foxling. She and Mouse sat in the long grass atop the cliff with the wind whipping in their hair and talked and laughed while Belvedere and Theseus spoke with Whileaway’s new Master of Guns and the Harbor Master. There was to be a whole fort erected around the guns, with storage for powder and shot and places for people to sleep, and a watch tower and kitchens, and everything that a small force would need to keep the harbor safe. Several people were already camping in tents.

Belvedere and Theseus corrected some of the planned housing for the guns and went through the steps of firing them with a new company of eager recruits. Belvedere let Theseus talk whenever he wanted to, because Theseus was truly the expert. But Belvedere had learned his lessons well, and when he pointed out that the gun mount the fauns had envisioned could not swivel far enough to get a proper range to the edge of the harbor, Theseus did not correct him. The Master of Guns looked at Belvedere seriously and spoke to him like a grownup.

Even Master Creevy did not pretend to have the expertise that Belvedere possessed and quickly fell to chatting with the construction crew who were putting up the fort. Belvedere knew that a king from the Great Islands had been threatening to take the Cormorant by force, and Master Creevy was worried about this. The sooner the clifftop guns were installed and their crews trained, the safer the airship would be.

When everything had been inspected and commented upon, the group started the long walk back down the cliffs to the harbor. They could not simply fly down, because they had Theseus with them. The children fell to chasing one another, and Theseus leapt high into the air after seabirds, making everyone gasp with wonder. Belvedere felt giddy and wind-blown and free.

It was mid-morning by the time they reached the first of the steep, paved streets of Whileaway, and Master Creevy said, “Now, listen up, shipmates. I’ve gotten permission to take you through the market, and breakfast was awfully early, so I think we could all do with a snack. Let’s find something that looks tasty.”

Cries of joy all around. The children had been permitted to walk on the cliffs and play on the beach, but their pleas to be taken into the boisterous, jostling market had hitherto met with rejection. Belvedere was certain that his mother was the primary killjoy. “She thinks everybody is trying to steal me,” he fumed to Dakar, Mouse, and Theseus. “Even though Silveo is right here and there’s no need to hide from him anymore, she thinks everyone wants to take me away. She’s never going to let me go anywhere by myself, ever!”

“Well, people did try to steal you when you were little,” said Mouse reasonably.

“I’m not little anymore!”

“Technically, you’re a foxling, so you’ll always be—”

“So are you! And you lived on the streets for years!”

Belvedere had been worried for one moment that Mouse would get that pinched look that meant he was thinking about his lack of a mother. I should never complain... Mouse hadn’t looked that way in a while, though, and he only laughed at Belvedere’s fuming. “It’s the tail, I’m sure. No one wants to steal me, because I don’t have a giant floof.”

“I will not let anyone steal you,” rumbled Theseus.

Belvedere had stroked his head. “Really, we should be worried about you. You’re the walking gun manual. What if someone wants to skin you and put you between covers?”

“Then I will be all claws and teeth,” said Theseus placidly.

“I have claws and teeth,” piped up Dakar, “but Silveo and Gerard are constantly worried that someone will see me shift and try to kill me. I’m probably the reason we can’t go into town, not you.”

But Belvedere suspected she was only trying to make him feel better.

And now, here they were at the market at last. With Master Creevy, of all people! Master Creevy was easygoing and would let them talk to strangers and play games of chance if the stakes weren’t too high and eat food that no one recognized. He was the least attentive child-minder on the ship, and Belvedere fervently hoped that Mother would marry him.

The market was everything a trio of young foxlings could desire. Master Creevy bought them cake for breakfast, and then they all got sticks of fried blood rice, purely for the gore factor, but then they ate them anyway, because they were delicious. They played darts and listened to street musicians and watched a tumbler and a puppet show. Then Theseus nearly bit a pickpocket, who tried to get at Master Creevy’s coin purse during the performance, but Mouse stopped Theseus and gave the pickpocket a few coins, which seemed to embarrass her. “You need a team,” Mouse told the mortified pickpocket. “Or you need to improve your approach. Do you want me to show you—?”

She fled.

After that, they found a stall with costumes like the ones Master Zael had brought for the play. Except these included child-sized versions. They put on ridiculous old-fashioned pirate costumes, and Master Gus paid for a sketch from a street artist. Belvedere was having the best morning ever.

Master Creevy looked like he was having almost as much fun as the children. “I hate to break this up, mates,” he told them, “but I’ve got a few supplies to purchase for the ship, so we need to go by the shops, and then we’ll make one more pass through the fabric section, perhaps buy something for the ladies.” By “the ladies,” Belvedere knew he meant Mother and Marlie. Mother would certainly like something from the fabric section, but Marlie would prefer something from the curiosity dealers and Belvedere said so.

Master Creevy snorted, “We’ll see.”

In the event, they bought neither fabric nor curiosities. Master Creevy went into one of the shops that sold victuals. He spoke with the faun at the counter for several moments, his voice dropping lower and lower. Belvedere couldn’t quite make out what they were saying, but all the pleasure went out of Master Creevy’s face and he began to look very serious indeed. Belvedere had the sinking notion that their day in the market was about to come to an end.

*  *  *  *
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“We owe you how much?” Gus hissed. This was the victualer from whom he normally purchased ship’s staples, namely flour, sugar, butter, and eggs. Their debt shouldn’t have been more than a hundred cowries.

The faun looked exceedingly uncomfortable. “Four hundred and eighty-seven, sir, and it’s not a debt that would normally concern me for a ship of your size and station, only...there was a person by here about a quarter watch ago who intimated that the Cormorant might be...uh...in financial difficulty, sir. He offered to buy your debt. I told him to clear off. You’ve been good customers. But I thought you should know...”

“Would this person have been a grishnard?” demanded Gus.

The shopkeeper nodded. “Big fellow. Looked military. I suspect he means you no good, sir. I will certainly throw him out if I see him again, only I wanted to be sure...”

Gus set his teeth. You wanted to be sure that he wasn’t correct. “I’ll send half of the payment over today,” he heard himself say, “and the rest shortly thereafter.”

The shopkeeper relaxed. “Very good, sir.”

Gus felt ill. In his mind’s eye, he saw their cashbox melting away before his eyes. “This debt,” he said carefully, “would it have mostly involved alcohol?”

The shopkeeper pursed his lips. “Fine wines, yes, and quite a bit of fruit. Hydra eggs, which, as you know, are a delicacy. I believe the most recent shipment included a brace of puffins.”

“Hydra eggs...” echoed Gus helplessly. “I see.” Percy’s nightly dinner parties had included any number of rarefied drinks and foods. Gus had enjoyed them himself without fully appreciating where the food had been procured and how much it cost. “Well, thank you for telling me about the fellow snooping around.” He tried to instill sincerity into his voice in spite of his rising fear. “I will make sure that you get your money.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Gus left the victualers and went straight to the carpenter’s street, trailed by his bewildered charges. It didn’t take him long to find the carver who’d repaired the lattice screens aboard the Cormorant. Gus simply looked for the finest and most expensive artisan on the street. He introduced himself as the Cormorant’s first mate and watched as a guarded expression stole over the face of the faun at the counter. Yes, there had been a fellow by, inquiring about the Cormorant’s debt. In fact, the individual had visited twice in as many days. Could Master Creevy give assurances regarding the amount that was owed? Nobody wanted to cause trouble, but there was a rumor going around that the airship was insolvent.

Gus made a note of the amount. He promised to send a quarter of the payment along that afternoon and continued to the upholsterers.

By the time he’d visited every shop that he could think of where Percy might have purchased supplies or repairs, the debt equaled slightly more than the amount in the ship’s safe. The sum that Gus had promised in immediate payment was fully half their stores. He managed to plaster on an affable, unconcerned expression as he spoke to the various crafts-folk, assuaging their fears and hopefully staving off any thoughts they might have of selling the ship’s debt to Adolphi Maijha.

Inside, though, Gus was reeling. I have to talk to Silas. I have to do it today. He’d been intending to wait until after the rescue mission, hoping that the appearance of Leopaard Maijha would eliminate any threat from Adolphi. But even with Leopaard on our side, we can’t keep running up this kind of debt. We’re not Haplagian Royalty or the sons of a silk magnate! Silas has to put a stop to it!

A voice whispered in his head that the rescue mission was only three days off, and wouldn’t it be better to see the results of that before having this awkward conversation? No, Gus told himself fiercely. I am making excuses. I have been making excuses for a yellow month. Percy will probably want to have some kind of elaborate send-off party before the rescue mission, and we cannot afford a cowry more in frivolous expenses!

Gus strode down the busy thoroughfare, oblivious to the hubbub of the market, rehearsing in his head what he would say to Silas. “I know he’s your friend.” No, I’m not going to pretend that’s all he is. “I know he’s your babysitter.” Funny, Gus, very funny. “I know it’s hard to say ‘no’ to someone you’re fucking.” Gods, I’ll never manage that to his face.

“Master Creevy!” Belvedere got hold of Gus’s sleeve. He was trotting to keep up.

“Sorry,” muttered Gus, “Sorry, kids. I’ve got something on my mind. I’ll slow down.”

“It’s just that that lady is trying to get your attention!” panted Belvedere.

Gus turned to see a tall grishnard woman in a wine-colored dress with a high, tight bodice, practically running after them. “Lucius!”

He blinked. The woman’s graying hair was caught up in an elaborate twisted braid. She was carrying a parasol under one arm. She stopped in front of him, her lined face beaming, and opened her arms. “Lucius!”

He raised his hands uncertainly and then she was hugging him, her perfume a delicate cloud around his head. “Mother?”
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Chapter 16. Estella
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Estella Creevy had turned heads in her day, and she was still the sort of woman who made men glance sidelong as they passed. She’d enhanced her assets with a tight jacket in the latest style, her ample bosom overflowing at the top. Her shoulders were bare, and the lacy sleeves of her dark red dress fluttered as she talked. “Lucius, darling boy, I am so glad to see you alive! I heard all the airships had been sunk! I thought you were at the bottom of the sea!”

“I’m sorry, Mother,” said Gus meekly. “I should have written, but I didn’t think a letter would find you.” He had, in truth, barely thought of her. On a good year, he managed two letters home. There’d been plenty of years when he hadn’t managed any.

Estella had been a working girl at a high-end brothel on Mance when Gus was born. By the time he was ten, she was the mistress of a dean at the rarefied College of Minstrels—a married man twice her age. By the time Gus was twelve, he had become aware of the source of the bruises he sometimes saw on his mother’s arms or wrists. He’d been offered an apprenticeship at the school—an assistant to the carpenter who made all the repairs around campus. It would have led to a prestigious and well-paid position.

And he would have had to smile daily at that man who hit his mother.

Gus ran away to sea at thirteen. He’d begun with nothing but the clothes on his back, serving as a cabin boy aboard some very rough ships. But he was a quick learner, and well-liked among the crews. As soon as he managed to save a few cowries, he began sending them home. He thought that he might put Estella in a position to leave the horrible dean.

And, indeed, when he visited a couple of years later, she had a new boyfriend—a young one this time, the son of a wealthy merchant. But she still kept her room at the brothel, and a brief conversation with the girls there assured him that the new fellow was treating her no better. “I’ll send more money,” Gus had promised.

“I’m fine, love!” she assured him. “Keep your cowries! And if you’re not happy on those wet, grimy ships, the girls need a bookkeeper...”

Gus liked the girls at the bawdy house well enough, but a single afternoon in the company of his mother’s latest paramour had sent him fleeing back to a ship’s berth. Over the years, he came to understand that she did not want to be rescued. She was content with her glittering clothes and evenings at the theater, even though they came at the cost of boorish men and occasional abuse. She was a skilled politician in her way, and around the time Gus began his life aboard an airship, Estella took over the running of her establishment. Gus had no doubt she was good at it. She’d always been well-liked by the other girls, always fair when she had occasion to settle disputes.

Gus didn’t spend much time contemplating his origins. He wrote to his mother dutifully on occasion, but had less and less contact with her as the years passed. And now here she was in front of him, aged, but still beautiful, and obviously delighted to see him. Gus felt a mixture of pleasure and discomfort. He was aware of the children, standing around them wide-eyed.

“How did you get here?” he managed. “Are the girls alright?” He felt a stab of guilt at having lost track of those women. Some of them had practically raised him.

“We had a harrowing journey,” said Estella, “as I expect everyone did. But most of us are well. Shall I tell you about it over luncheon? I would love to hear your story.” She smiled around at the curious faces of the children, apparently unfazed by Theseus’s bulk behind Belvedere. “And I would love to hear how you assembled such a magnificent crew! They look positively piratical!”

Belvedere giggled.

Mouse raised one eyebrow.

Gus scratched his head. “Have you...set up shop here? I mean, the children aren’t accustomed to...”

Estella waved her hand. “Yes, but it’s mostly just a boarding house, and several of the new girls have children. They might enjoy meeting yours!”

Gus sighed. “This is my lady’s son, Belvedere, and his dear friend, Theseus.”

“My brother,” piped up Belvedere.

Estella looked suitably impressed. “I certainly must hear how that came about.”

“It’s a long story,” said Gus. “This is Mouse, who came to us off Sern and is turning into a first-rate sailor. And Dakar, also adopted into our company.”

“How cosmopolitan!” burbled Estella. “I know of three fossa-ha and two faun youngsters who would like to make your acquaintance if you are available for cake and tea. They have a pet viper bird if you can believe it, although it has been de-fanged.”

Gus hesitated. “I’m really not sure this is a good outing for children.”

“I am not a child,” said Belvedere indignantly. “I have just finished instructing the harbor master and his people in the lore of the great guns.”

Estella looked at Gus pleadingly. “Just for a little while, Lucius? I thought you were dead...”

I really should have written more often. At the same time, Gus thought, I need to go talk to Silas before I lose my nerve, before Percy spends any more money. Although, maybe... Maybe I could use some perspective. He sighed. “I could use your advice, actually.”

He felt a stab of guilt at the startled pleasure that crossed his mother’s face. I don’t suppose I’ve asked you for advice since I was about eleven.

“Well, you must come with me at once, then! Sandwiches and tea for all!”

The children cheered. Gus wondered whether he was making another mistake. He seemed to be making a lot of them.
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Chapter 17. Omen
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Gwain was just finishing a pleasant luncheon with Andromache in the Temple of Memory when a furious knocking echoed through the building. They’d had the museum locked all morning because they were in the process of suspending the articulated hydra skeleton. Gwain joked that he’d learned his climbing skills for espionage, but this seemed like a better use for them. Andromache lamented her inability to have thumbs while flying. “You’d think it would be easy to hang things from the rafters, but it really isn’t.”

They were both startled by the knock. “I’m sure I put up the ‘Closed’ sign,” said Andromache.

When they answered the door, they found Zael in his shirtsleeves, looking as though he’d just woken up. “Gwain, I thought I might find you here. Listen, I’ve just had the strangest message from the Cranes. They’ve had an ‘omen.’ They want us to perform today.”

Gwain froze. He stood still in the dappled sunlight of the peaceful, tiled courtyard, thinking furiously. Andromache poked her head out behind him. “Today?”

“They suggested this afternoon,” said Zael. “I told their messenger that that won’t work—”

“No, it won’t! I can’t fly into the sea caves without cover of darkness. We’ll never get Leopaard out in daylight—”

“I know,” said Zael. “I told their messenger that the play was intended for evening performance. He accepted this, but seemed adamant that their ‘omens’ specified today.”

“Do you think they’re suspicious?” asked Gwain.

“I don’t know,” muttered Zael. “They are such an odd bunch. Their messenger kept pausing...as though he was listening to voices in his head.”

Gwain turned to Andromache. “What do you think? Should we still try? Or abort the whole plan and make a new one?”

Her green eyes narrowed. “My people haven’t reported anything out of the ordinary. It’s true that they don’t have much contact with the pegasus in the rookery. But I think if the Cranes had sniffed out our plan, I would have heard something. The fossa bring me news, too, and they haven’t noted anything unusual.”

“Can we do it tonight?” continued Gwain. “Will my father come to the cave?”

“He comes down every evening,” said Andromache. “If he doesn’t, the tide starts to fill in that hole. He’ll be keeping particular watch on it now, since he knows we intend to send in a rescue that way. I’m sure he’ll be there.”

Gwain drew a deep breath. “Then we’d better let Silas and the rest of our rescue party know. And I’ve got to find Tzu.”

*  *  *  *
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Gus walked into his suite of rooms in the early afternoon, feeling tired, but cheerful. It had been good to talk to his mother. In addition to their long overdue catch-up, Estella had offered a level-headed, objective opinion about his troubles with Silas and Percy, as well as the ship’s finances. Over the course of her life, Estella had dealt with money troubles in every conceivable form. No amount of poverty shocked her, and no amount of wealth impressed her. Gus felt a returning sense of calm. The way forward seemed easy and obvious.

“I’ll see you again soon, Mother,” he promised before he left. “I’ll visit in a few days and write if we have to leave quickly. It won’t be a year before you hear from me again.”

Meanwhile, the children had scampered all over the grounds of the lodging house where the ladies had set up shop. They’d made friends with the children of the house, along with their tame viper bird. They were still in high spirits by the time they arrived back at the airship, chattering around Gus, forgetting to use their indoor voices, and vaguely sticky from a dessert of honey cakes.

“Sounds like someone had an exciting morning!” said Glossy, coming out to meet them. She’d been rolling bandages, and her hands were full of fresh linen rags. “You must have all decided to eat in town; I was expecting you back for lunch. Gods, you’re covered in dust and...honey? Take off your boots before running through the dining room, please.”

“We had lunch with Gus’s mother,” said Dakar, “and there was a tree fort in the courtyard and a viper bird.”

“A tame viper bird,” said Gus automatically. He was still considering what he might say to Silas. He paused to hand Glossy the street artist’s sketch of the children in pirate costumes. It wasn’t quite as good as a bolt of fine fabric, but her face lit with pleasure all the same.

“What fun! Is all the business with the guns sorted?”

“Seems like it,” said Gus. “At least everything that Theseus and Belvedere could tell them.”

“That’s a relief. Did you truly run into your mother? What is she doing these days?”

“Same thing she’s always doing, I expect,” said Gus, “but she’s a keen student of people, and she had some good advice for me about Silas and Percy.”

“She has a whole house!” exclaimed Belvedere, “with a courtyard and kids!”

“It was a good sort of place,” said Mouse placidly. “No fleas, everyone fed. All the ladies were very nice.”

Glossy froze.

“The tree house had a roost,” said Dakar happily. “And one of the kids had a coin collection.”

“Mother, can we get a tame viper bird?” asked Belvedere. “It doesn’t eat much. It fetched a stick—”

“Children, I’d like you to go to your rooms.” Glossy’s voice was strained.

Gus had a sudden, belated sense that he should have spoken to her first before the children came inside.

“Mother!” whined Belvedere.

“You’ve had an exciting morning and you’re filthy,” said Glossy firmly. “Time for a change of clothes and possibly a nap. I’ll come around in a few moments and see how you’re doing. Dakar, it’s time for you to go home. Theseus, please take Dakar to the pegasus nest boxes.”

Glossy’s bronze-gold eyes had a hard light that Gus had never seen there. He stood mute while the children said their goodbyes. The moment they were alone, Glossy hissed, “You took my son to a bawdy house?”

Gus’s spine stiffened. “My mother’s house...”

Glossy dumped her pile of bandages on the table and crossed her arms. Her expression was shocked, betrayed, incredulous. “I have spent his entire life keeping him away from places like that! Gus, you know how I grew up! You know what...what happened to me!”

“What happened to you is nothing like what happens at my mother’s house,” said Gus, uncertain of whether to be ashamed or defensive.

Glossy was staring at him as though she had never seen him before. “You let him play with the children of prostitutes?”

“I am the child of a prostitute!”

“Keep your voice down!” hissed Glossy.

Gus felt like the whole world was skewing sideways. He had prepared himself for one kind of difficult conversation. Now he was having a completely different one. Emotions that he could hardly name twisted in his stomach. “I had a happy childhood! Mostly. My mother is not a monster. She did make some decisions in life that I wouldn’t have made, but she’s not unhappy or,” he swallowed, “insolvent.” Which is more than I may be able to say for us.

Glossy didn’t look like she was listening to him. Her doll-like features had become an ivory mask—cold and fixed on something far away. “Did anyone there see him?” she asked frantically. “Any of the adults who...? Oh, gods.”

“No one at my mother’s house sells children!” claimed Gus. “Gloss, you’re making this into something it isn’t!”

“I’ll decide what to make of it when you take my child to a brothel!” snarled Glossy. She shut her eyes, hugging herself. Her voice came out tight and measured. “We will speak about this later. Right now, I have to go talk to my son about what he saw and heard this morning.”

“Glossy...”

Her blazing eyes snapped to his face. “Later, Lucius,” she hissed and swept out of the room.

*  *  *  *
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Gwain went first to Gerard and Silveo, who were suitably alarmed by the news of their accelerated timeline. He then went looking for Tzu. She wasn’t in his cabin, nor was she hanging around in the rigging. The lookout hadn’t seen her today, nor had the pegasus in their nest boxes.

Gwain caught a ride up to the Cormorant, trying to remember when exactly he had seen Tzu last. Yesterday sometime. Surely she’s in Felbane’s nest box.

The big griffin still wasn’t carrying passengers since his injury last summer, although he had begun flying a few days after they reached Whileaway. Gwain found him stretched out in the straw before the round opening of the nest box window. “Is Tzu here? The rescue mission is tonight. We had to accelerate the timeline.”

Felbane looked alarmed. He clacked his beak and shifted his wings. “She is not here. She is hunting in the jungle. She may not return until late.”

Gwain ran a hand through his hair. “Do you know where exactly she went? Can you help me find her?”

Felbane’s feathered ruff expanded in agitation. “I cannot.”

Gwain was surprised. “Why?”

There was a long moment in which the griffin studied him. At last, he said, “She has not told you?”

“Told me what?”

“That she has found a colony of blood bats in the jungle who speak to her.”

Gwain had a dropping sensation in the pit of his stomach. Andromache’s words came back to him: “Is there someone else whom she may see as a mate?”

He sank down heavily in the straw beside the griffin. I always knew this would happen eventually. It’s what should happen. She won’t be lonely anymore... He swallowed. “Do you think she’ll come back to say goodbye, Felbane?” Surely she wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye.

Felbane gave an indignant huff. “Of course, she will come back!”

Gwain nodded. “She planned to be here for the rescue. I’ll see her in three days, at least.”

“She will come back,” repeated Felbane, “long before three days. I cannot go and find her because it is my turn to warm the egg.” He raised his long neck, flattening the feathers of his ruff to reveal a small, pale shape between his front paws.

Gwain’s mouth fell open.

“We have partnered to rear the egg,” said Felbane, as though this were the most reasonable thing in the world. “She is not going away. But she must also visit the other blood bats, so that she can learn their language better and hunt proper prey, so that when it hatches, she is able to feed and train the infant.”

Gwain looked at the egg, looked at Felbane, laughed helplessly, and then reached out to pat his beak. “Well. That is something.” He stared for a moment longer. “I suppose we’re doing this rescue without Tzu.”

*  *  *  *
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Silas sat at his desk, frowning at the ship’s blueprints. This was the set he’d discovered in the secret safe in his bedroom, and he’d promised Percy he would look at them to see whether there was, in fact, some hidden light gas bladder aboard the Cormorant.

Silas hadn’t discovered any hidden gas bladders, but there was some notation around the Star Room that didn’t make sense. The hidden blueprints also included an extra page that didn’t correspond to any location on the ship. It appeared to start in the Star Room and led to a sort of spiral basement. Silas knew exactly what was under the Star Room, and it wasn’t a basement.

His office was pleasantly lit with skylights, but he’d turned up a lamp to better read the tiny words penciled onto the blueprint: “6x widdershins, maintenance yearly, iron or silver, not recommended for livestock.” What in the hells?

He was shaken from his reverie by a banging on the main door of the suite. Silas was the only person in the residence at the moment. When he didn’t stir, the distant door thumped open. “Skipper!” shouted Gus.

Silas wondered what was wrong. Gus had never invited himself into the suite before. Then again, he had used to walk into Silas’s office aboard the Albatross all the time. It was just that in the Cormorant, the captain’s office was tucked deep inside his private apartments. “Here!” he called.

Gus’s heavy footfalls sounded in the corridor a moment later. He stopped in the threshold of the office and said, “I’m sorry to trouble you, sir, but I need a word.”

His manner was curiously stiff and formal. Silas couldn’t quite read his expression, but he’d known him long enough to tell when he was in distress. He set the blueprints down at once. “What’s wrong, Gus?”

Gus fixed his eyes on some spot slightly over Silas’s left shoulder and said, “We have a debt in port of something over five thousand cowries. In case you haven’t looked lately, that’s about what we have in the cash box.”

Silas’s mouth fell open. “Five thousand...” He thought for a moment. “Does this include Percy’s repairs from all the boarding actions?”

“It does, sir.”

Silas relaxed. “He wants to pay for that himself. The ship’s stores don’t need to cover it.”

“When does he plan to pay for it, sir?”

“I don’t know, but banknotes can travel between here and Wefrivain, so—”

To his surprise, Gus interrupted him. “There’s no time for that, Silas. Adolphi Maijha has circulated a rumor that the Cormorant is insolvent. He’s making the artisans nervous and offering to buy our debt. If they let him do that, and he takes the cumulative sum to the local courts, they’ll side with him. They’ll seize our ship, and we’ll be forced to yield or run. We’ll be destitute and there won’t be any place for us in the Sunkissed Isles!”

Silas stared at him for a long beat. Again, he had the sense that Gus was suppressing some unfamiliar emotion. There was a hard brightness to his eyes. “When did you first hear of this?” asked Silas slowly.

“I talked to the artisans this afternoon, but Lord Maijha said something about it when he visited.”

“Then why didn’t you inform me at that time—”

Gus threw up his hands. “Silas, it hardly matters! Even if we manage to eliminate the threat of Adolphi Maijha, Percy can’t be allowed to keep spending money like this! His ideas about what constitutes appropriate ship-maintenance are expensive. His ideas about what constitutes proper menus are extravagant. We’re not Haplagian royalty.”

Silas tried to control his flash of irritation at Gus’s tone and interruptions. “You think we can’t afford the food?”

“I don’t know what we can afford. I’d rather wait and see what our business will look like here. In the meantime, I don’t think you should let Percy go shopping with the ship as collateral. I think that could be disastrous.”

Silas stood up. “Have you told him this?”

Gus rolled his eyes. “I think he would be more receptive if it were coming from you.”

“Why is that?”

“Because you’re the only person he thinks is smarter than him. Look, Silas—”

“Gus, that isn’t true—”

“Silas, I don’t want to fight with him—”

“Well, then tell him what you just told me.”

“I have! He doesn’t listen! Look, I’m not asking much. Next time you’re bending him over your desk, just tell him!”

Silas froze. “You forget yourself, Master Creevy.”

“Oh, of course. It’s ‘Gus’ when you’re happy and ‘Master Creevy’ when you don’t like what I have to say. Can we stop pretending that you’re not fucking your engineer? I don’t care as long as he doesn’t act like a princess with special privileges, but I would appreciate a little support when he’s—”

“Get out,” hissed Silas.

Gus looked mulish. “Is that what you say to him when he disagrees with you? He’s lost several ships because of financial mismanagement. Did he flutter his eyelashes and make you forget?”

Silas’s voice dropped to a deadly whisper, “Get. Out.”

Gus spun on his heel. “Right. I’ll do that.”

Silas was still standing beside his desk, seething and confused, when the outer door banged open again, and Anaroo came tearing down the hall. “Silas, Gwain just arrived with bad news. The Cranes have moved up the timeline for the play. They want our performance tonight. Zael thinks we need to leave within the quarter watch. Do you think we can be ready?”
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Chapter 18. Into the Rain
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Gerard knelt beside Thessalyn’s pallet across from Silveo and Dakar, looking earnestly into her face. “I don’t like this. I wanted to say goodbye properly.”

“I think she hears us,” said Silveo. “I think she knows when we’re talking around her.”

Gerard wasn’t so sure. Thessalyn spoke clearly in dreams, but her understanding of what went on in the waking world seemed a bit random. Gerard laced his fingers through hers and whispered, “We’re going to get Leopaard. The Cranes called for their play three days early. I know you are concerned about him. He saved your life, and now we’re going to get him.”

“I am very specifically not going to poison or stab him,” said Silveo. “You’re welcome.”

Gerard shook his head. To Thess’s still face, he continued, “It’ll all be over before midnight, and we’ll be back. Dakar will be here with you until then.” He could have sworn he felt her hand tighten in his, and the knot inside his chest loosened a little. He stood up.

Dakar had brought a book from her room. She made herself comfortable beside Thessalyn’s pallet, and Gerard realized that she intended to read aloud. He realized a moment later that it was the storybook that Silveo had given Thessalyn two years ago aboard the Fang.

Silveo was grinning as the door closed. “Now there’s a picture. Morchella’s daughter reading stories about dragon slayers to Thessalyn Holovar.”

“We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?” Gerard reached down blindly in the dark corridor and found Silveo’s shoulder.

Silveo brought a hand up and patted Gerard’s. “Now don’t be maudlin. I’ll be fine.”

“I wish Tzu was going with you.”

“I’m happy she isn’t. I’ve always worked better alone.”

Andromache was waiting for Silveo on deck in her four-legged form—a jungle pegasus with blood-red feathers and a quick, feral way of moving. She was wearing the simplest possible saddle harness and obviously disliking it. Silveo adjusted his pack and weapons belt before climbing up. He said something to her that Gerard couldn’t hear, but Andromache laughed. She shook her feathered mane and appeared to relax a little. Silveo made himself comfortable behind her wings, and waved to Gerard.

Then Andromache leapt into the air with easy grace and beat upwards and away towards the mountain. They would be flying low over the volcano and then waiting up there on a ledge in the clouds for full dark.

Meanwhile, the sailboat would proceed around the island with no small amount of fanfare, via tugboat of all things. The decision not to hide the Honeytail had been made days ago after much discussion. It would tip their hand a little, but there was no concealing the fact that she could float—not if they wanted to take her to the top of the cliffs for the performance. Better to simply conceal her true capabilities.

“Let them think she’s a rowboat stuffed with balloons,” Silas had said. “Let them think she cannot even be steered, but requires a waterborne vessel to drag her around. We’ll make a show of using grapples and lines to bring her up the cliff. The Cranes will think of her as a stage prop, not an escape craft.”

Of course, people in Whileaway Harbor had seen her fly, so it was possible that rumors had reached the fauns in the Rookery. The Rookery’s inhabitants kept to themselves, though, and it seemed more likely that they wouldn’t know much about the Honeytail beyond what met their eyes. “Being underestimated is one of life’s greatest advantages,” Silas had said.

The Honeytail certainly didn’t look like anything that could outrun a toothed crane this afternoon. They’d reefed all her sails, and she was listing and bobbing drunkenly through the air behind her escort. Gerard caught a ride to the tugboat’s deck as she came abreast of the Defiance. Anaroo, Gwain, and Zael were all standing around, murmuring to each other. Zael handed Gerard his costume. It included a mask, intended to enhance his dramatic presentation and hide his face in case any of the Cranes recognized him from his previous visit.

“Where’s Silas?” asked Gerard.

“Up in the Honeytail,” said Anaroo.

Gerard was surprised. He glanced back at the wallowing sailboat. “I didn’t think anyone was riding up there. I thought he said that being tugged was too nauseating.”

Anaroo shrugged. “Nothing makes Silas nauseated.” She paused. “No boat, anyway.”

Gerard couldn’t quite read her tone. He was about to ask if everything was alright, but then Gwain murmured at his elbow, “The tugboat captain and crew are friends of the Cranes. You’re just an actor. Don’t forget.”

Gerard shut his mouth. After a few moments, he went to sit alone in the bows, where he could watch the sunny shore of the island drift past. His mind wandered back to Thessalyn, to that sweet day, perhaps not far off now, when she would take his hand in waking life. You told me we wouldn’t meet again this side of the Shores Beyond the World, and I feel like it’s true. We walked those shores, you and I, and Silveo, too. But somehow, we walked back.

He was thinking of dancing on the beach outside Azure Bay’s pleasant little temple during their rushed and secretive wedding. He was thinking of returning with Dakar and Silveo and the Fang, perhaps to stay for a few months in that peaceful, remote place, giving whatever help they could to Isabell Azure and her wyvern sanctuary. Then perhaps they might sail home again to Holovarus to meet Gerard’s nephew, who’d been born recently. Thessalyn and Elizabet would adore each other, and what an interesting time she would have with Theresa. They could make music together.

Silveo’s remark: “I suspect I’ll be more in the line of political escort to Holovarus’s ambassador, since that is what you will be doing.”

Gerard smiled. It had seemed like nonsense even a red month ago. But now the horizon beckoned and anything seemed possible. He was still daydreaming in the late afternoon, when the day began to grow darker. Gerard pulled out his rain cloak and pushed up the hood, just as the first raindrops began to fall.

*  *  *  *
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It had taken Anaroo some time to work out what was wrong with Silas. He’d jumped into the preparations for the sailboat’s departure without a single question regarding the accelerated timeline for their mission. He hadn’t asked for help with any of the Honeytail’s kit, even things that truly required an extra set of hands. Anaroo had thought, for one insane moment, that Silas intended to take the sailboat and fly away by himself. “What has gotten into you?” she demanded when they were alone, halfway through the process of tethering to the tugboat.

Silas shook his head. He’d been answering questions in monosyllables.

Anaroo got right in front of him. “Silas.”

He wouldn’t look at her. “Anaroo, please adjust the left pectoral. I’ll wind the springs.”

She was about to shout at him when she saw him wipe his cheek. Is this about leaving Ama? He’d seemed rather distant when saying goodbye to Ama and Percy earlier, but perhaps his cool demeanor had been a mask for deeper fears.

“Silas,” she said more gently, “it is important that we don’t make mistakes here. Do we need to stop and deal with something else first?”

He looked up and met her eyes. Anaroo could see him mentally recenter himself, putting whatever was troubling him away for later. “No,” he said softly and then, “I’m sorry.”

Anaroo looked at him long and hard.

Silas reached out and patted her shoulder. “I’m here.”

He was better after that, but when the time came to fly down to the deck of the tugboat, he refused. “I’ll just stay in the Honeytail and make sure she keeps her head to the wind.”

“I can stay, too,” offered Anaroo, although the Honeytail was bobbing and weaving in a particularly nauseating fashion.

Silas shook his head. Anaroo thought that he mostly wanted privacy, that he didn’t trust himself on deck. What in gods’ great seas happened this morning?

A mental image returned to her: Gus walking very fast along the corridor, away from the captain’s cabin just as Anaroo was running in the other direction. Understanding came in a flash. “You had a fight with Gus.” You had the conversation you’ve been needing to have for months, and it didn’t go well.

Silas was pulling on his rain cloak, even though they were still half a watch from the rainy side of the island. He didn’t say anything, either to agree or disagree. Anaroo wondered whether Silas and Gus had ever had a real fight in their lives. They argued frequently, but there was never any heat in it. Clearly, this time had been different.

Silas sat down on one of the benches, the hood of his rain cloak hiding his face. He spoke softly, “Go on down to the tugboat, Anaroo.”

She crouched in front of him so that she could meet his eyes. His skin looked pale against his freckles, his face remote and unreadable. “Silas, it’ll be alright. When we get back. It—will—be—alright.”

He gave an unconvincing smile. His voice came out soft and flat. “I know. Go on down now. Please.”

Anaroo sighed and went.
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Chapter 19. Gone
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Marlie had spent the afternoon in her pharmacy mixing medicines. It was a complicated task, requiring uninterrupted concentration. The Cormorant had a well-crafted preparation room with both a skylight and window for ventilation. The door had a good seal in order to prevent dangerous fumes or fires from reaching the rest of the ship. Sounds came muted through the reinforced wood. Marlie had noted, in some distant part of her brain, the faint ringing of a ship’s bell. She didn’t hear the alarm bell, though, and that was the only sound that would have brought her out of the preparation room early.

The bells had long since ceased by the time she opened the door, stretching her back and rolling her shoulders. She spotted Glossy sitting at the dispensary table before a pile of half-rolled bandages and said, “I replenished your ergot tincture, Gloss. All of your midwifery medications, in fact.”

“Oh.” A long pause. “Thank you.” Glossy’s voice from behind the pile of bandages sounded strange.

Marlie came around the table to sit beside her, but Glossy didn’t look up. She sat hunched in uncharacteristically poor posture. Her fluffy white tail was wrapped around her waist.

“Glossy?”

When she still didn’t turn, Marlie looked down at Glossy’s hands and saw that the bandage she was holding looked more like a handkerchief. It had been folded over and over and was damp through. “Hey.” Marlie put an arm around her shoulders and Glossy dissolved immediately into wracking sobs.

Marlie patted her back. She’d never been terribly good with crying people, although she’d gotten better at it over the course of her tenure with the Maijhan Port Authority. Glossy didn’t need much encouragement to let her feelings out. She wrapped both arms around Marlie’s neck, tucked her face against her shoulder, and cried as though her heart would break. Marlie began to feel truly alarmed. “Glossy, what’s wrong?” She found that she was rocking her back and forth without thinking. Still without thinking, she said, “Love, what is it? Did someone hurt you? Or Belvedere? What happened?”

Glossy was sobbing so hard that she couldn’t get the words out for a moment. “G-Gus,” she managed at last.

Marlie felt a sickening sense of impact, as though she’d fallen into cold, dark water. “Did he have an accident?” she whispered. “Did he...hit his head again? Or...or fall from the sailboat?”

Glossy shook her pale head. She let go of Marlie and tried to compose herself. Her tear-streaked face was red and blotchy, snot running down her chin. Marlie snatched up another of the bandages. “Breathe,” she whispered as she dabbed at Glossy’s face. “It’s alright.”

“It’s not,” choked Glossy. “I s-said th-things, hurt his feelings...overreacted...and now he’s g-gone.”

“I doubt he’s gone far,” said Marlie reasonably.

Glossy’s face contorted again. “He took his clothes!” she wailed.

Marlie frowned, trying to think of anything that could cause Gus Creevy to leave the ship with his clothes. “What happened?”

Bit by bit, she extracted the story of the unplanned bawdy house visitation from Glossy. By the end of it, Glossy was sitting up a little straighter, although she still looked miserable. “I spoke with Belvedere for close to a quarter watch,” she said. “He didn’t even understand that the house was a brothel. Mouse did, of course. I asked him whether he thought the children were...working. He seemed quite certain that they weren’t. I do find that Mouse is usually right about these things.” Glossy hiccupped and shut her eyes again, tears squeezing from under her lashes.

Marlie waited.

At last, Glossy took a shuddering breath and said, “Nevertheless...I’ve worked so hard to give Belvedere a better life than that. I sacrificed everything, risked everything! Why would Gus take him into a place like that without talking to me about it first? He didn’t seem to think he’d done anything wrong!”

Marlie folded her hands on the table. She spoke carefully. “I don’t think he would have done it if he’d thought there was any danger to Belvedere. Any at all.” Glossy opened her mouth and Marlie added, “And he should have talked to you first. He’s been a little...scattered lately. He’s doing his job and half of Silas’s, and they’re not communicating very well, and that’s new. For twenty years, they talked every day. And now they’re not. Gus has been turning himself inside out about this conversation he needs to have with Silas about Percy. That’s not an excuse for his behavior, but...”

Glossy folded and refolded the rag she’d been using as a handkerchief.

“I think he’d like to ask you to marry him,” added Marlie. “That’s another conversation he doesn’t know how to have.”

Glossy burst into tears again. “Not anymore,” she whimpered. “When I c-came out of Belvedere’s room, Gus had g-gone. He took everything, Marlie. All the clothes from his sea chest, his savings, everything.”

Marlie frowned. Something doesn’t make sense. As upset as Gus would have been after the argument that Glossy described, Marlie couldn’t imagine him choosing to leave the ship for that reason alone. “Did he talk to Silas?” she asked suddenly. No matter the circumstances of his private life, Gus still had a job—an important job that he took very seriously. There’s no way he’d just leave the ship’s company without at least informing Silas. And more likely, they’d have a long conversation about it.

“I don’t know,” whispered Glossy. “Silas and Anaroo were both gone by the time I came out of Belvedere’s room. Apparently the Cranes called for their play early, and the entire rescue party left in haste. I missed the whole thing.” She blinked as a thought occurred to her that probably would have arrived earlier if she hadn’t been so upset. “I wonder whether Percy knows he’s in charge of the ship.”

“Yes,” said Marlie thoughtfully. “I wonder...” She rose suddenly. “Well, I’m going to find Gus.”

Glossy’s fingers twisted around her sodden bandage rag. “How?”

Marlie smiled. “I hunt people down, Gloss. I did it for ten years. I’m pretty good at it.”

“Yes, but—”

“Get yourself a cup of tea. Wash your face. I’ll be back with Gus.”

Glossy looked like she might start crying again, this time with relief. “Really?”

“Really,” said Marlie. “But first I have to change out of these work clothes, and then I need to have a brief word with Percy. I bet you’ve got half a watch to get cleaned up.”

*  *  *  *
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Thessalyn dreamed of walking through pleasant streets on a summer’s day. She recognized the sounds and scents at once, although she was surprised at the location: Stormsgrove, a holding of Holovarus, not far from the numerary where she’d grown up. She had cousins here. One in particular, Alocasia, might actually be happy to see her. Most of Thessalyn’s family had turned their backs on her when she “stole” the crown prince from his rightful duties. Little Ally, though, had made her continuing love clear in a handful of letters.

Thessalyn hadn’t thought about Stormsgrove in years. She wasn’t sure why she had returned here now, but the mind was a strange place, full of connections that waking life could not begin to fathom. Being trapped in her own head for more than two years had given Thessalyn insight and patience. She’d learned to trust her instincts.

So, instead of trying to change the dream to some more relevant time and place, she let herself wander the streets of Stormsgrove, past the courthouse, where she could hear cases in session. It sounded almost like Jaleel in there, answering plaintiffs in a bored voice, as they spoke angrily about a stolen goat.

The wind against her skin felt pleasant and mild, the sun warm on her cheeks. Children ran past her in the street. She could have sworn she recognized one of their voices as Alocasia’s. Except Ally must be twenty years old now, or thereabouts. This child sounded no older than ten. She was talking about a ship in the bay—the wreck of the Narwhal.

“A freak low tide!” the children were exclaiming. “You can grab pearl oysters and conchs off the bottom!”

“I’m not grabbing oysters,” came Ally’s haughty voice. “I’m going into the shipwreck. There’s treasure in there, and I’m going to find it.”

“What if the tide comes back?” asked one of the children.

“Then I’ll swim out again!” said Ally. “It’s getting down that’s hard; swimming out is easy.”

Thessalyn followed them, swept up in their excited chatter. There was something familiar about all this. Didn’t Gerard tell me the story? Ally really did get something out of the Narwhal. Her family used it to buy a house in town and pay for a tutor.

Thessalyn caught the sharp scent of brine and heard the quarreling calls of seabirds—sure signs that they were approaching the water. The children’s feet echoed ahead of her on wooden planks, and her own paws found the boards an instant later. Thessalyn slowed. They must be at the docks. She thought she ought to hear the gentle lap of waves and the knocking of moored boats, but she heard only the creak of boards.

The children’s voices ran on ahead of her. Thessalyn hesitated, not wanting to fall. She heard a series of wet thumps and then squelching noises, growing fainter. The tide must be very low, indeed. The children had apparently jumped off the end of the pier onto the muddy seabed and were now running across the bay.

This is a dream, Thessalyn reminded herself, a dream about events that I may be misremembering.

Thessalyn did recall that Stormsgrove’s harbor was surprisingly peaceful, owing to the impressive dike. Stormsgrove was so named because it faced the open sea and took the brunt of intense weather, but the dike had protected the town and its shipping for a generation.

The Narwhal sank before the dike was built, she remembered.

Standing on the curiously quiet pier with the children squelching off into the distance, Thessalyn had a feeling that she was missing something. What am I trying to tell myself with this dream?

There were times when she thought of her unconscious mind as a separate person who communicated poorly. Or perhaps it is the Firebird. In which case, I wish he would speak clearly. What is it I’m meant to remember about this time and place?

Thessalyn made a decision. She concentrated. The world brightened.

It hurt at first. It was disorienting. She pushed through the pain and dizziness until the world was full of fuzzy shapes and startling colors.

She pushed further, into the sharp brilliance, past the moment when her senses couldn’t process the world around her. She used everything she’d learned from looking through Gerard and Silveo’s eyes in dreams and memories, and she saw the bay.

It was a windswept field of mud, running out to the horizon, to the dike and the blue sea beyond. Below her on the sand lay the rowboats and little sailboats of Stormsgrove, some of them hanging absurdly from their moorings, their contents spilling out into the mud.

In the middle of the bay, at the lowest point, sat the wreck of the Narwhal. It had sunk in Gerard’s great grandfather’s day, and it lay there festooned in barnacles and coral, its figurehead just recognizable as a broken horn, pointing at the sky.

Thessalyn had expected to see the children climbing its sides—young Ally, in particular, as she’d done so long ago to make her family’s fortune. Instead, she saw Gerard and Silveo tramping across the mud with five other people—three fauns and a couple of grishnards. Gerard turned, and Silveo waved his hat. “We’re going to get Leopaard!” shouted Gerard, his voice just audible at this distance. “He’s inside the ship! Don’t worry; we’ll be back soon!”

A prickling feeling washed over Thessalyn, a premonition, an omen. “No!” she called. “Come back! There’s something wrong!”

But they couldn’t seem to hear her. They smiled, waved madly, and then turned to follow their friends into the dark shadow of the ship that seemed to loom up before them like a cliff.
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Chapter 20. Loyal
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Marlie found Percival at his desk in his own cabin, drafting a letter. Ama was playing on the floor beside him, tunneling through the discarded drafts like a happy kitten. Percy seemed to be lost in thought, scowling down at the page. He barely responded when Marlie knocked and then let herself into the suite. “I am sorry to interrupt you, Percy, but I thought you should know that you’re currently the highest-ranking officer aboard.”

That brought him out of his reverie. “I’m what?”

Marlie searched his face for any sign of duplicity, any hint in body language or even scent. She detected nothing. After a moment, she said, “Gus went into town just before the news arrived about the accelerated timeline for the rescue mission.”

Again, she paused, watching Percy’s face. He was staring at her as though she were speaking another language. “Gods. Well, thank you for telling me.”

Marlie nodded. “I expect Gus doesn’t know that Silas and Anaroo have left. In all the hubbub, nobody thought to go looking for him. Glossy is concerned. I’m going after him now, but I thought I should tell you before I left the ship.”

“Thank you,” said Percy with every sign of sincerity. “That’s certainly something I should know.” He glanced down at his letter. Marlie thought she saw his wife’s name at the top. “I’ll wander up to the quarterdeck shortly and see that all is well. Would you mind asking Creevy to let me know when he comes in?”

“I’ll do that,” said Marlie. She felt certain now that Percy was innocent of any direct involvement in Gus’s departure. That leaves Silas or Anaroo, and I’m fairly certain it wasn’t Anaroo.

She had plenty of time for reflection during her flight to the docks, and she walked into town with a good idea of what might have precipitated Gus’s departure. He was not in the first tavern she checked, nor the second. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe he went to his mother’s house.

But then she picked up his scent.

Marlie was a skilled tracker, and it took a great deal of skill to track someone through a busy port without crawling around on the ground. She wanted to close her eyes, but was too afraid of losing her wallet to a pickpocket. Instead, she walked very slowly, noting that Gus had walked past any number of likely looking establishments on his way from the docks. He didn’t stop in any of the obvious watering holes, because he didn’t want to be found.

The place he actually chose was well off the main thoroughfare and nearly empty at this time of day. It was called the Friendly Puffin and sported a sadly disheveled, stuffed version of its mascot just inside the door. Gus was sitting in the farthest corner, his back to the entrance, the shadow of his slouching bulk all but invisible in the gloom. Marlie wove her way through the tables and came around to face him. She was relieved to see that he was sipping a mug of beer, not a bottle of liquor. “Gus.”

His eyes shifted to hers over the top of his drink. A long pause. Then he put down his mug and said wearily, “Of course. Well, pull up a chair, officer. Have a drink with me, and I will give you my confession. For all the good it will do.”

Marlie sat down. “Glossy is terribly worried, Gus.”

He heaved a great sigh, his broad shoulders sagging. “Well, I told her the truth about my mother’s house, and I don’t know what else to say. It never even entered my head that anyone there would hurt Belvedere, but if she still thinks he’s in danger, maybe you could—”

“No,” interrupted Marlie, “she’s not worried about Belvedere. She’s worried about you.”

Gus frowned. He took another swig of his drink. “Doubt that.”

Marlie sighed. “Gus, she overreacted and she’s sorry. Can’t you give her some leeway to make a mistake? She’s spent her whole life protecting Belvedere from real threats. They’ve had to run from blackmailers and kidnappers over and over. Belvedere is growing up now, and it’s hard for her. He’ll be the one pushing her boundaries soon, not you. Glossy isn’t a fool, and she’s not hellbent on maintaining control at any cost. She will adjust to this. She’ll come around. Please don’t punish her for loving her child and trying to protect him. She loves you, too.”

Gus put a hand to his face long before Marlie finished. He sat there with his big, callused fingers screwed into his eyes, unmoving. Marlie reached out to take his other hand where it lay limp on the table. Gus startled at her touch and swallowed convulsively. He rubbed hard at his eyes. “Thank you, Marlie. It...it means a lot...” She could tell that he wanted to say more and didn’t trust himself to speak.

“Will you come back? Glossy was weeping in a puddle when I left. I think you should go ahead and ask her to marry you, so that when you have these conversations in the future, it’s clear you’re both committed to working it out.”

Gus snorted a laugh. He glanced at Marlie with a wondering smile. “Do you miss anything, Marlie?”

She grinned back. “Not much.”

Gus frowned at his hands. “Well, it’s too bad you weren’t around earlier to give me some perspective. I’m afraid I’ve rather gone and made the situation irreparable.”

Marlie bit her lip. “With Silas?”

Gus nodded heavily. “I had everything worked out in my head. Exactly the way I wanted to say it. I was going to be so tactful, Marlie; you’d be amazed!”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “You weren’t?”

Gus made a face. “I had that fight with Gloss, and it...it set me on my beam-ends. I don’t know why I was so determined to go talk to Silas right then, but I was. I went into his office and just...said everything wrong. He sacked me.”

Marlie had been prepared for nearly anything, but not this. Her mouth fell open. “He did not!”

“He certainly did,” said Gus. “Why else do you think I left the ship?”

Marlie shook her ears. “What did he say exactly?”

“He told me to get out. He was spitting mad. I know Silas, Marlie. I am sacked.”

“I don’t believe that.”

Gus shrugged. “Ask him yourself.”

“I can’t,” said Marlie. “The Cranes moved up the timeline for their play, and the rescue party left in great haste right after you did.”

Gus stared at her in surprise.

“I told Percy he was in charge,” continued Marlie. “He didn’t know. Which means Silas didn’t tell him. Which means Silas still thinks you’re in charge.”

Gus made a face. “I’m sure Silas just forgot in the rush. He doesn’t need me, and that’s the truth. I’m not really an airship sailor. I didn’t go to the airship academy, not even vicariously, and I didn’t work my way up properly from the forecastle. Everything I know about airships, Silas taught me, and he taught me specifically for the Albatross. I helped build her. I knew her inside and out, but this ship... I don’t understand parts of the gearbox or these lift ratios Percy keeps going on about. I feel like a fraud as the first mate. Silas is better off with Percy in that role. They’ve got more in common anyway.”

Marlie cradled Gus’s big hand between both of hers and said quietly, “You’re not replaceable, Gus. Not to Silas, I promise. If he does, in fact, send you away, he will regret it for the rest of his life. But I don’t think you should assume that’s what he meant based on what you’ve said.” She hesitated. “At least come back and talk to Glossy. If you truly are leaving, I think she might want to go with you.”

Gus’s sad eyes focused on hers with a fragile spark of hope. “Do you really think so?”

“I do.”

“But...” Gus licked his lips. “I haven’t saved money the way I should have. I can’t buy a house, and I know she wants a home and a clinic and...”

Marlie burst out laughing. “Gus, do you really think Glossy was waiting around for a man to hand her those things? She has savings of her own. I think she could afford a house if she were sure of a place where she and Belvedere would be happy. She wants commitment, promises, friendship that won’t be snatched away, safety. She doesn’t need your money.”

“Oh.” Gus’s eyes darted back and forth, understanding blossoming like a flower. “I didn’t... I suppose I was too focused on...”

“On what you don’t have, but, Gus, you have so much to offer. I’m sorry everyone in your life hasn’t told you that. You hold people together.”

He looked away, sniffled. After a moment, he seemed to gather himself and raised his head with a more measured look. “What about you? If we’re talking about underappreciated types who hold people together.”

Marlie was caught off-guard. “I think I mostly take people apart.”

It was a ghastly joke and he did not rise to the bait. He sat looking at her earnestly. “Do you not want to stay with us?”

Marlie took a deep breath. “I had a letter waiting for me when we arrived in Whileaway. It was from Captain Merriweather.” She could not keep the grin out of her voice and Gus smiled back reflexively.

“Well, I do hope he’s not still planning to bring us in on smuggling charges.” Gus seemed to realize an instant later that by “us,” he meant himself and Silas. His smile wobbled, and Marlie spoke quickly.

“No, of course not. But he was my mentor and even a sort of father to me. He’s a very good person. You’d like him if you met.”

Gus smiled. “So he survived the sack of Port Royal?”

Marlie nodded. “He did, and now he’s working with the interim government and the jagers to bring some order to the harbor and to reunite families separated in the chaos. There are so many missing people right now. He got news that the crew of the Albatross had survived and that I might still be with them. He wanted to know that I was well, of course. He also asked whether I wanted my old job back.”

Gus hesitated. “Have you answered him?”

“Sort of. I’ve written an account of our journey.” Gus looked uncomfortable, and she added. “Not a police report. A...a personal story of what I went through and how I...found a family here.”

He smiled. “Do you want to stay with us, Marlie? I’ve often thought that you don’t seem to need companionship as much as most people.”

Marlie rested her chin in one hand and stared thoughtfully at the table. “I’ve often thought that I’d rather draw bodies than touch them.”

Gus gave a booming laugh.

“I know you think I’m terribly inexperienced,” she continued, “but the truth is that I lost my virginity at a young age, quite willingly, because I was curious. But I didn’t feel the need to...keep going. I had several relationships while I was working for the police, but they all ended almost before they began. It felt like those people wanted...so much from me. More than I had to give. But you and Glossy...you let me come and go. You’re not offended when I choose to sleep in my dispensary, or when I only want to draw. And I’ll admit that sometimes it is nice to have someone carry me off to bed. You are a perfect gentleman, Gus Creevy, and Glossy is so much fun when she’s happy, and you are both so beautiful...”

“Aww...” murmured Gus. “She’s not here, so imagine I’m blushing for the two of us.”

Marlie laughed. “I’d love to have that forever. But I might also want to do some cases for Merriweather as a special consultant. I’d be gone sometimes. Maybe that brings too much chaos into your lives...”

Gus leaned over and wrapped his arms around her—warm and strong and safe. “As far as I’m concerned, there’s always a place for you at my table—and in my bed, too—if that’s what you want. I’m sure Gloss will feel the same way.” His laugh rumbled against Marlie’s ear. “Gods, listen to me just assuming she’ll even want me back. I think you might be confused about my exceptional qualities.”

Marlie leaned up and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I am not confused at all. I am full of hope these days.”

He let her go and straightened up. “Well, it must be contagious.” He frowned as though truly considering what she’d said. “For all I know, I’d be gone as often as you from this theoretical house. I can’t imagine not sailing for at least part of the year. I suppose I’ll be back in a water-borne cargo berth in the forecastle. Gods, what will that be like? To not be in charge of other people? I think I might enjoy it.”

Marlie snorted. “Don’t get too comfortable with this cargo berth notion. I am certain that Silas will want you with him.”

“Marlie, I appreciate the sentiment, but you don’t know him like I do. He’s the stubbornest creature that ever drew breath. He can hold a grudge until the end of time.”

Marlie cocked her head. “I have a question, Gus, and feel free to tell me if I’m being too nosy. Why have you never settled down with a woman before now? You’re charming, loyal, good-looking—”

“Now you’re going to make me blush again.”

“You’re respectful,” continued Marlie, “and you enjoy sex! You should have had your pick of like-minded ladies.”

Gus fidgeted. “Oh, well...I did, I suppose.” He laughed. “I mean, I was never wanting for partners...or repeat visitors.”

Marlie laughed. “But none of them stuck?”

“I do tend to fuck first and meet later. That’s maybe not the best way to find a lifelong match.”

Marlie was unimpressed. “If you fuck enough of them...”

Gus barked a laugh.

“Law of averages,” continued Marlie placidly.

Gus sipped his drink. “I’ve had a lot of friends who liked to fuck,” he said slowly.

“Like Padmay,” put in Marlie.

“Like Padmay.”

“But not love?”

“I suppose I did fall in love a few times. Two that stand out. One of them even flew with us aboard the Albatross for a summer. Silas knew I was thinking about marrying her, so he let me lodge her in my cabin. She was a pastry chef. She worked in the galley.”

“What went wrong?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I didn’t pay enough attention to her outside of the bedroom. She realized that she’d be on her own for a great deal of the shipping season. And when I told her that I’d be up at Silas’s place working on the Albatross all winter, too...”

Marlie gave a bitter laugh and shook her head.

“What?”

“It’s Silas. You’ve always given him and the Albatross priority over your other relationships. I bet the reason you can’t afford a house is that he’s never paid you properly. Not for the amount you work.”

“Well,” said Gus, his voice growing defensive, “he couldn’t afford to. He could hardly pay himself for so many years...”

Marlie smiled sadly. “Loyal.”

This talk of Silas was obviously making Gus sad again. She could almost read the memories flickering behind his eyes: winters working on the ship, summers sailing her, coffee and cards and drinks in her little officers’ cabin, storms and smuggling and blackmailers and harrowing escapes.

Marlie squeezed Gus’s hand again. “Come back to the ship and talk to Glossy. She’ll be happy to see you, I promise. We’ll deal with the rest later.”

Gus squared his shoulders and scooped up his canvas bag. “You’re right. Let’s go.”
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Chapter 21. Something Coming
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Gwain watched the crowds with interest as the Honeytail and her party came ashore in the Rookery harbor. It was small, but active, with excited onlookers of all ages gawking and pointing as the five of them prepared to guide the tethered Honeytail up the street. About half the bystanders wore black and white crane costumes. Some included elaborate feathered capes and masks, while others wore simple smocks and hats in the prescribed colors.

A fellow in a magnificent crane headdress approached them just as they were leaving the pier. “Master Zael!” he called. “So good of you to rearrange your schedule for us. I realize it was short notice.”

Zael adjusted his grip on his line to the Honeytail and bowed. “You must be Councilor Stravos.”

“In the flesh!” exclaimed the other and made a curious bow that included the raised, two-handed representation of a crane beak. Gwain noted that several bystanders copied the gesture almost automatically. “Welcome to our humble island,” continued Stravos. “It’s not usually this busy, but the festival, you see. The visitors.”

“Visitors?” asked Zael. He made a move to continue up the street and Stravos fell in beside him. The cult leader barely glanced at the rest of the “acting troupe,” and Gwain took that as a good sign.

“Yes, visitors,” said Stravos to Zael. “These festivals are the only time when we open our halls to outsiders. We get tourists.” He said the word with disgust. “But we also get new acolytes and devotees. New patronage, you understand. It’s an important time for delivering our message to our fellow islanders. It’s also a party, so please enjoy yourselves. Once you’ve set up your materials, of course.” He gazed curiously upwards at the bobbing sailboat.

“We thank you for your trust in delivering your message,” said Zael smoothly. “Might I ask why you needed to accelerate the timeline for the performance?”

“The toothed cranes gave an omen,” said Stravos. “We always listen to the cranes.”

Gwain thought that Zael exercised a good bit of self-control in not asking how this omen had been delivered. “Will any special guests be in attendance tonight?” he hazarded. “If there is a significant potential patron in the crowd, I can direct some ardor in that direction...”

Stravos laughed. “Your generosity is appreciated, sir, but it’s nothing like that. The omen was weather-related. A storm is coming. If you’d been able to perform this afternoon, you would certainly have been away by the time it hit, but we think you’ll still get off alright this evening. If not,” he spread his hands, “you’ll just have to let us lodge you for the night.”

“You are most generous,” said Zael.

I hope they’re wrong about the storm, thought Gwain. He recalled glancing at the barometer this morning and seeing it high and level. Surely we’ve got enough time before anything hits.

*  *  *  *
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By the time Gus and Marlie caught a pegasus back to the ship, it was early evening, with sunset perhaps half a watch off. They asked the pegasus to drop them on their own balcony. Marlie wasn’t surprised when Glossy opened the door before either of them could produce a key. She took one look at Gus, started to say something, and then flung herself into his arms.

All the tension melted from Gus’s profile, and he scooped her off her feet, murmuring, “No tears, Glossy girl; I don’t deserve them. I am so sorry I caused you such distress.”

“I didn’t mean it,” Glossy babbled. “I mean, I did, but I should have heard you out. I’m sorry—”

“There, there, don’t be sad. I should have sent Belvedere back to the ship before going to visit my mother.”

“I talked to Belvedere. It wasn’t...what I thought. Gus, please don’t think I ever want you to leave. Nothing I say ever means ‘leave.’”

“Well, I haven’t got much to offer, but if you still want me around, you need only ask. Hush now, steady there...”

Marlie eased around them into the suite. She was about to tip-toe out the door, when Glossy broke free of Gus and wrapped Marlie in a vice-like grip. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I am so glad that you’re here. I don’t think I say it enough.”

“I second that,” said Gus behind her. “In fact, Marlie and I were just talking about what...ah...the future might look like—”

“I hope it doesn’t look much different than the present,” said Glossy earnestly.

Gus heaved a sigh. “Well, I’m afraid that ship has flown. Silas—”

“Will be back tonight,” interrupted Marlie, “and you can talk about it then.”

Glossy looked between them. “What?”

“Gus left the ship mostly because he had a fight with Silas,” said Marlie quietly.

Glossy looked stricken. “It’s my fault, isn’t it? You went to talk to him after—”

“Gloss, no,” said Gus. “This has been building for months. Since the winter, if truth be told. It...it needed to happen. I’m just not the right first mate for his ship anymore.”

Glossy opened her mouth, shut it again. Conflicted emotions skittered across her face. At last, she said, “I think you’re wrong.”

“Glossy—”

She held up a hand. “Let me finish. I agree with Marlie that you should talk to Silas this evening after you’ve both calmed down. Unfortunately, you are going to have to talk to Percy first.”

Gus’s eyebrows rose.

Glossy hurried on. “He was here looking for you just a few moments ago. He made me promise that I’d send you up to the card room as soon as you arrived.”

Gus made a face. “How did he find out? Gods, if I have to be sacked by him, too...”

“I doubt this has anything to do with that,” said Marlie. “Percy was surprised to learn he was in charge of the ship. He’s got Ama. Maybe he’d just like to know that he’s no longer the most senior officer aboard.”

Gus rolled his eyes. “I’m sure he’ll settle into the role quite nicely. He’s a captain.”

“Not here, he isn’t. And that baby can be a lot of work. Gus, I was serious when I said you need to stay and do your job at least until Silas comes back.”

Gus looked noncommittal, but he started for the door. “I’ll go see what he wants. Then I’d like to have dinner with you two, and maybe we can talk about the future.”

“I’d like that,” said Glossy, and Marlie smiled.

*  *  *  *
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Thessalyn struggled to make sense of what she was seeing. She had so little experience with color and distance. She was watching as Gerard and Silveo climbed up the side of the ship with the rest of their rescue party, watching as they disappeared into the dark skeleton of its ruined decks. And now, with nothing else to see in the middle of the bay, her eyes were drawn outward, beyond the dike, to the blue of open water.

Something had changed out there. Thessalyn stamped her foot, rubbed her eyes, cursed in the language of old ballads. A line of white had appeared above the horizon, far beyond the dike, splitting the blue of the sea. What is it?

She stared and stared until she was sure: the line was moving, coming nearer. And now she remembered Gerard’s story about this incident. It had been almost their first conversation—events that happened on the morning that she arrived in Holovarus as the newly-appointed court minstrel.

It was a great wave, she remembered, what they call a “harbor wave.” Gerard raced it to the courthouse on griffin-back to warn the townsfolk. They fled to high ground and were spared. Gerard went into the shipwreck to rescue little Ally at the last moment, and almost didn’t make it out.

He’d come to speak to her privately before her welcome banquet to implore her not to write a ballad about the event. “I was actually supposed to be in the courthouse,” he’d told her with shame in his voice. “I left the job to my brother and went fishing. I’m not a hero, and if you make a ballad of this, I will flinch each time I hear it.” Thessalyn had been charmed by his modesty and earnestness. She’d thought then that he might be the truest hero she’d ever met.

And now here he was in her dream, climbing once more into the wreck of the Narwal with the wave bearing down on him. Silveo was with him this time, along with other friends, completely oblivious.

This is a dream, Thessalyn reminded herself. It’s not really happening. But she couldn’t help feeling that, somehow, it was.
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Chapter 22. Fair
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Gus and Percy stood side-by-side in the card room, gazing at the ornate barometer that adorned the wall beside the bookcase. “I checked the one in Silas’s office, too, just to be sure,” said Percy. “They’re both dropping. I had a pegasus from the Anemone a few moments ago. They wanted to make sure we’d noticed.”

Gus said nothing for a long moment. Of all the things Percy might want to talk about, an actual nautical emergency had not crossed his mind. “I just flew over from port,” he said, “and you couldn’t ask for a prettier evening. Still air, clear skies.”

Percy nodded. “Agreed. But the sailor in the maintop reported a few freak gusts over the last watch. I wouldn’t normally be concerned, but with the glass dropping...”

Gus had to agree. The barometer did not lie. “So there’s some stormy weather ahead, and we’ve probably got a day before it hits. Tomorrow morning at the earliest. Silas will be back by then.”

“Yes.” Percy’s voice had an edge of uncertainty. Gus could understand why. The Cormorant was in a precarious position. They’d been playing dice with the weather ever since they left real airship moorings in the crescent.

Behind them, Ama had crawled off her blanket and was making her wobbly way towards them over the floor. She couldn’t crawl very well yet, but she was shockingly persistent. Percy turned and went to pick her up. She still had a scruff like a kitten and curled when he lifted her into his arms.

“I think Glossy or Belvedere would be willing to watch the baby,” Gus hazarded.

“I’m sure they would,” said Percy. “But I did promise to do it. Anyway, now you know what’s going on, and you can decide how to prepare.”

Gus sighed. “I believe that would be your decision, sir.”

Percy cocked his head.

“Silas and I had...an altercation...just before he left. I think it would be best if you acted as captain until his return.”

Percy’s eyebrows shot up. “What? No.”

Gus felt a trace of frustration. “I’m really quite certain that’s what he intended.”

“I’m really quite certain it isn’t!” exclaimed Percy. “And even if Silas took temporary leave of his senses, he couldn’t have known that a storm was in the offing. You’ve flown an airship in storms; I haven’t.”

It was Gus’s turn to pause. “You’re an airship captain—”

“Yes, a normal one,” said Percy with a trace of acid. “Airships don’t work in winter. They don’t fly in storms. Except you and Silas liked to run the ragged edge of safety and fly into the fall, in addition to smuggling under dangerous conditions. And didn’t you once run the Martingail blockade? I’ve heard his stories. Gods, I’ve heard other people’s stories about the things you two got up to. If we’re about to take an airship into a storm, I would definitely prefer you at the wheel, Creevy.”

Gus had no idea what to say to this. “I...I’m not a captain.”

“You absolutely are at the moment,” snapped Percy. Half under his breath he muttered, “Someone needs to tell Silas that if he doesn’t let go of the wheel now and then, he’ll hamstring his officers.” Louder, he said, “Please humor me by running some worst-case-scenarios. I’m feeling uninspired by the speed with which the glass is dropping. What will you do if the storm blows up before Silas returns?”

Gus frowned. “Well...I’ve been searching for a decent mooring since we arrived. Silas and I have had I-don’t-know-how-many conversations about it.”

“And you haven’t found one?”

“Not really.” Gus thought a moment. “A squall would be unpleasant, but we could probably ride it out at anchor. With a little luck.”

They were both silent for a moment, thinking.

At last, Percy said, “And what would you do in a prolonged storm? A hard blow with changing winds that goes on for days? What would you do if our anchor cable parted?”

Gus licked his lips. “Well, as you surely know, the only thing for it is to set before the wind and run.”

“Would you use a sea anchor?”

“Silas calls it a kite-drag, but yes.”

“And that works for an airship?”

“Well, we never died.”

Percy laughed mirthlessly.

The real threat hovered in the air, unspoken: they were on the edge of the open ocean, with leagues of water to the northeast. If the Cormorant were forced to put before the wind and run, she could end up hopelessly lost out there. And unlike a waterborne ship, she couldn’t survive for months without resupply. She would run out of light gas and sink.

Gus took a few steps up and down. “I know what Silas would do,” he said at last. “I’m just not sure that you or I can do it.”

Percy looked relieved. “What?”

“He’d beat up into the wind and try to get into the volcano. That was the only completely protected mooring I found during my search. He did a bit of mapping up there with the Honeytail and concluded that it was too inconvenient for winter anchorage. We probably couldn’t drop the cargo cage, and it takes a quarter watch via pegasus just to reach any town. No foot trails at all, obviously. And it’s one hell of a tricky canyon to get the airship into the cone. She’d be completely protected once she arrived, but it’s not a journey you’d want to make often.”

Percy considered. “Could we just drop down into it without running the canyon?”

Gus shook his head. “The cone is always buried in heavy clouds, and there are jagged outcroppings all over the place. You can’t see anything unless you’re down in it. Also, the wind is strong right up over the top. You need to be in the calmer air of the canyon just to navigate.”

“So, low flying in poor visibility,” said Percy. “Sounds like smuggler’s work.”

Gus almost smiled. Then a combination of lingering sadness and anxiety washed over him, and he only said, “The entrance to the canyon is on the rainy side of the island, upwind.”

Percy nodded. “It would be easier to navigate with a bit of remaining daylight...”

They both stood still. Ama had settled down against Percy’s chest. At last, Percy said, “It’s a hard call...”

It’s an impossible call! The sky was clear, the barometer only just beginning to drop. If they took the ship into that canyon now, they might easily damage or even sink her for no good reason. The storm could be days away. It could be mild. It could be violent, but brief.

Or it could be a monster that would rip the ship from her anchorage and hurl her into the trackless ocean. Once the blow started in earnest, it would be extremely difficult to beat upwind over the island. Sunset was less than a quarter watch off, and Percy was right about the daylight. Gus could barely imagine the horror of attempting that canyon in total darkness. If they were to have any chance, they needed to go now.

Percy broke into his thoughts. “There’s the Honeytail to consider, of course. The rescue party will be back late tonight expecting to batten down here.”

“We’d tell the waterborne ships where we’ve gone,” said Gus slowly. “If the weather’s clear, the Honeytail will just moor to the Anemone or the Defiance and wait for us to return. If it’s not clear...” A truly horrifying thought occurred to him—being blown out to sea, not in the relatively well-supplied Cormorant, but in the little Honeytail.

“If it’s not clear, they may abort the mission,” said Percy reasonably. “If they manage the rescue and the weather is rough, they’ll probably just anchor somewhere on the rainy side of the island and wait. They were planning to hide in the clouds around the volcano, anyway. If the prevailing winds hold, they’ll be blown towards land, not away from it. In any case, there are a lot more choices for a small sailboat looking to tie down than for a great beast like the Cormorant.”

Gus relaxed a fraction. “That’s true.”

“So what are you going to do?”

Gus realized his tail was lashing and forced himself to stop fidgeting. It’s not my call! he wanted to say. Silas sacked me!

Percy was watching him, one hand cradling Ama’s fuzzy, striped head. “You’ve flown an airship in storms; I haven’t.”

Something unfamiliar rose up inside of Gus—something hard and cold. People are depending on me to do a job that could save their lives. And maybe I can’t do it as well as Silas, but I can do it better than anyone else aboard.

Did Silas actually say ‘You’re sacked’? demanded the voice in his head. No, he did not. And until he does, I am the skipper of this ship.

“You really will need to give Ama to Glossy,” Gus heard himself say.

“Agreed,” said Percy. “You’re going to need me and Cobalt in the gearbox. The left pectoral has a belt that slips on occasion, and the rudder doesn’t always transition smoothly to the vertical when she’s moving fast. The entire port side drivetrain has come uncoupled twice. She’s an antique, and it shows.”

Gus tried to control his spasm of anxiety about the gearbox. That’s for my engineer to worry about. I know how to steer an airship in tight places on gears alone, and that’s what’s going to matter in the canyon. “I may need half the crew on the treadmill,” he said aloud. “A pilot uses the springs constantly for this sort of thing.”

“I’ll set up a rotation,” said Percy.

“First we’ve got to beat upwind, though,” said Gus, “and I might need you at the helm for part of that.”

Percy was already striding towards the door. “Aye-aye, Skipper.” He paused with his hand on the knob. Without turning, he said, “This altercation you had with Silas... What was it about?”

Gus felt a stab of resentment so powerful that it shocked him. “I don’t think I owe you that, Percy.” Gods’ blood, Creevy. You choose the worst moments to be honest with people.

But Percy didn’t respond in anger. His ears dropped a fraction and he murmured, “No. No, of course you don’t,” and stepped out the door.

Gus stood still in the empty card room, clenching and unclenching his fists. That is enough, he told himself fiercely. That little outburst will do. We’ve got a crisis on our hands. I am going to have to work with Percy this evening. I’ll do it for Glossy and Marlie and the entire ship’s company and even... He rubbed hard at his face. For Silas. Because I’m not going to let his ship sink on my watch. I will hand it back to him in one piece, and if that means running a canyon with Percival Bellwater, so be it.

The obnoxious voice of reason whispered that Percy had done nothing except give him compliments and ask for help. That and take my best friend away from me.

Gus paced around the room, growling under his breath. I’m not being fair, I’m not being fair...

But he was so tired of being fair.

Silas wasn’t being fucking fair when he sacked me. Gus couldn’t help remembering what Marlie had said. Has Silas ever been fair to me? Why did that never bother me before?

He shook his head hard, trying to clear it. Time to stop thinking and start working.
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Chapter 23. Tacking into the Wind
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The Cranes brought pegasus to guide the Honeytail up the cliff. Gerard watched from the deck along with the others as the sailboat was dragged to a spot on the edge of a wide terrace amphitheater, with mossy stone benches proceeding step-wise up the hill around them. Gerard glimpsed lights and people on other terraces, both above and below them. Clearly, the grim fortress could transform itself for visitors. Snatches of music drifted through the air, along with enticing odors of food and spice.

Sunset was still a quarter watch off, but the Cranes were already lighting torches in the dim drizzle. By their light, Gerard was able to see some of the steep paths that ran between the terraces. People were dancing at the top of the amphitheater, and the torches had been set to magnify their shadows against the cliff—huge and wild.

Gerard hadn’t expected hedonism to be an element of the cult, but he supposed he should not be surprised. Clearly there was something that drew people here from all over the Sunkissed Isles, and it might very well be the parties. As Zael directed his “troupe” to set up screens in preparation for the play, servers in toothed crane costumes came around with wine and trays of artful delicacies. “This is a local vintage,” one of them said. “It never leaves the Rookery for any price. We call it the Blood of the Order.”

It seemed impolitic not to take a glass, although Gerard tipped it out the moment no one was watching. He wondered whether the food might have wyvern blood in it, or perhaps some drug. Fauns who drifted by to gawk at the sailboat seemed a bit too bright-eyed and euphoric. “I can see them,” he heard one whisper. “The toothed cranes.”

Gerard glanced up, but saw only lowering clouds, nearly dark.

“Cranes have no marriages,” said another as though quoting a proverb, and began to kiss a seatmate in the front row of the amphitheater. Gerard was fairly sure that the lovestruck couple had just met.

At his elbow, Gwain whispered, “That faun over there told me that she can taste the torchlight.”

Gerard wasn’t sure what to make of this. “Maybe our plan will be easier than we thought. If they’re all drugged.” He couldn’t help glancing out across the rain-swept ocean. Silveo and Andromache will be starting for the cave any moment.

Was it his imagination or was the wind picking up? He fancied he could hear it whistling in the rocks high above. But it’s always windy up here.

The toothed cranes themselves seemed to have gone to bed. Gerard had seen a few of them sailing around the spire as the Honeytail climbed the cliff, but they’d melted away as the twilight deepened beneath the dense clouds.

Zael decided that his troupe would use the time before sunset to rehearse in their new space. Gerard could tell that he was carefully considering how to place the screens so that a pair of fugitives might slip aboard the Honeytail during the performance without being spotted. The would-be actors went through the steps of their play in rain cloaks. Gerard was wondering whether their fine costumes would be ruined, when a few Cranes arrived with a large awning intended to cover the stage area. It tilted upwards at the front, so that upper rows could still see.

Surely the night is dark enough now, thought Gerard as he began to lose sight of the ocean’s sparkle below. He had good eyes, and even he could not have spotted a blood-red pegasus gliding low over the waves. Good luck, Andromache. Be safe, Silveo. I hope this time goes better than any of your previous encounters with Leopaard Maijha.

*  *  *  *
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Belvedere, Mouse, and Theseus were all curled in the bottom bunk of the bed in their room as the anchor cable came up, causing the airship to lurch and heave. There’d been some talk of sending them away, and Belvedere was relieved that they were all still here together. He wished Dakar could join them.

“Can’t we even tell her goodbye?” he’d asked when Mother came to talk to them.

“I’m afraid not, Belvedere.” She’d been quiet and calm, although he sensed that she was worried underneath. He could also tell that she was choosing her words with extra care. “It looks as though there’s a storm coming. We don’t have time to visit the Defiance, but I could send you there to stay for the evening. We might be away a few days.”

Belvedere didn’t like the sound of that. “I want to stay where you are.”

She ruffled his pale hair and tucked his red stripe behind his ear, the way she’d done when he was little. Usually, he ducked away when she did that, but now he didn’t stop her.

“What about you, Mouse?” asked Glossy. “Would you like to stay with Dakar during the storm?”

Mouse’s eyes had gone narrow and thoughtful. “We might be separated for a while?”

“It’s possible.”

“And one ship might be safer than another, but you don’t know which one?”

Glossy sighed. “Yes, Mouse.”

“I’ll stay here.”

She looked beyond them at the jaguar, “Theseus?”

“I stay with my brother,” he said firmly.

So, Belvedere and Mouse curled up against Theseus’s warm fur as the ship rose higher and their ears popped. Then the room tilted as the Cormorant picked up speed on a new tack. They weren’t bouncing around too much, and that made Belvedere feel better. “It can’t be a very bad storm,” he said aloud. The way Mother spoke had frightened him a little.

“It’s not a bad storm yet,” said Mouse. “The barometer must look bad, though, or they wouldn’t have pulled up anchor.”

Belvedere climbed over the lip of the bunk. “We could go look at it. Nobody told us to stay in our room...”

Mouse gave a crooked smile. “I’m sure they meant to.”

“Meant to doesn’t count.”

So they crept through the suite, which turned out to be empty, and then out into the corridors, which were also empty. “Only half the crew was aboard,” said Mouse. “Everyone is going to be busy with the sails.”

They managed to get to the card room without encountering anybody, although they had to hang onto the catwalk guardrails as never before. The barometer was, indeed, low. Belvedere could see the red mark where it should have been at sea level and the notations for where it ought to be at various elevations. It was below all of them.

“Is that bad?” he asked Mouse.

Mouse squinted at it. “I’m not sure. I think it depends on how fast it’s dropping and how high we are. That’s the altimeter above it.” They stood speculating until another lurch of the ship made them stagger. “They’re changing tack,” said Mouse softly. “I hear them going through stays.”

They all stood still and listened to the distant series of shouted orders. It was Master Bellwater’s voice, which seemed strange. Normally, Master Creevy called the orders. But he’ll be at the helm, thought Belvedere, since Captain Ackleby is gone. Anaroo would have been his first mate, but she’s gone, too.

The ship settled on her new tack, the room now tilting in the other direction, and the shouting on deck ceased. Belvedere noticed that someone had gone around the card room closing all the cabinets and securing the furniture. It looked sadly bare and shut away. “Do you think they’d let us go on deck?” he asked suddenly.

Mouse shrugged. “They might box our ears and send us to bed without supper.”

Belvedere laughed. “No one on this ship has ever boxed your ears, Mouse. Or sent you to bed without supper.”

Mouse smiled. “You’re right. Worth the risk, I suppose.”

After some consultation, they came out directly onto the quarterdeck in order to learn at once whether they were welcome. The cold wind nearly flattened them as they emerged onto the steeply canted deck. Belvedere felt as though he couldn’t quite catch his breath. Clouds streamed around them, and the isle of Last-Shore glimmered like a green jewel far below. Belvedere saw that they were working their way around her southern edge. The sun was beginning to dip into the sea on their right, painting the clouds in glowing pinks and turning their bellies to gold.

The Cormorant had never flown so fast during Belvedere’s time with her, nor had she tacked into such a gale. He was reminded of the Albatross and that exciting day when they’d raced the pirates and were nearly sunk.

Belvedere felt that any punishment must be worth this moment. He stood blinking into the wind, the wall of the quarterdeck at his back, trying to remember to breathe. Mouse nudged him with an elbow, and Belvedere turned to see him grinning. “Are you inventing poems, Velvet?”

“Shut up! You love it, too!”

Mouse leaned his head back against the wood and sighed. Theseus was still half in the corridor. Belvedere knew that he didn’t care for the wind and had a mortal fear of storms. Belvedere leaned down and said, “It’s alright. You can wait in the hall.” He was a little surprised that nobody had yet told them to go below.

As he’d expected, Master Creevy was steering. He was flipping levers and pumping the foot pedal to work the ship’s pectorals, ballonets, and second rudder. His face looked very stern and serious. Belvedere hoped he would not be angry. When Master Creevy finally saw them, he barked, “What are you two scoundrels doing? This is not a place for children!”

Mouse had an answer ready. “We’re cabin boys, sir! We thought you might need to send a message now and then.”

Master Creevy glared at him for a moment before returning to the controls. “Stay right there. That is an order. If I tell you to go below, you are to do so at once. Is that Theseus lurking in the passage?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Theseus, go tell Glossy where these brigands have got to. Tell her they want to stay on the quarterdeck and see what she says.”

“Aye-aye, sir,” murmured the jaguar and vanished below.

Belvedere glanced out at the blowing clouds and was surprised to see someone on griffin-back, pacing the ship. They were just far enough away that Belvedere couldn’t make out details. He supposed it must be someone he knew. There weren’t many griffins in the Sunkissed Isles. “Who’s that?” Even as he spoke, griffin and rider banked and were swallowed by the clouds.

Mouse turned to look where Belvedere was pointing. “What?”

“I saw a griffin.”

“One of our scouts?”

“I...I’m not sure.” Belvedere strained his eyes but didn’t see the rider again, and he didn’t want to disturb Master Creevy by asking about it. He certainly didn’t want to be sent below.

As it transpired, Belvedere and Mouse were permitted to remain, still and quiet, on the quarterdeck for some time, reveling in the speed of the ship and the glorious sunset.

They were still on deck when the ship went through the startling transition of dropping down below the clouds on the eastern side of the island. It was suddenly raining, and the air was full of flying mist. The world changed from a luminous glow to twilight gloom in an instant. The ship was turning, moving with the wind now, coming up on the mountain at speed. Orders flew to, “Reef up!” and “Clew that line!” and “Avast with your hauling and reef!”

Sailors scrambled to get the jobs done.

Master Bellwater came tearing up the stairs. He and Master Creevy changed places. Master Creevy swarmed up the ratlines to help with the mainsail. He’s got two hands, Belvedere thought, and Master Bellwater doesn’t.

A moment later, Master Creevy was back, and the two of them had a furious muttered conversation over the controls. “—harder than it ought to be to get her low,” Master Creevy was saying, “or maybe I’m just accustomed to the Albatross.”

Master Bellwater: “No, you’re right, it’s that phantom gas bladder I keep chasing. The way she’s behaving aligns with the math.”

“We’re getting there,” muttered Master Creevy as the ship sank closer to the ocean and the volcano loomed ahead. “This is about the right altitude. Time to start sending out scouts.”

“At once,” said Master Bellwater and left the quarterdeck.

Beside Belvedere, Mouse stirred. “Do you think we should tell them...?” he whispered.

The idea had occurred to Belvedere in the same instant. He remembered, dreamlike, the tunnel from the Star Room, the strange person he’d met there. He remembered the fascination he’d felt, followed by a sense of terrible threat. “Not without Dakar.” He spoke before he even thought about it, the words crawling from some dark place inside his chest. I almost went deeper. I almost never came back.

Mouse nodded. They were getting drenched in rain and mist. “Do you want to go inside?”

“Yes,” said Belvedere. “I’m hungry. Let’s go by the galley and see if they’ve made any dinner.”
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Chapter 24. Under the Rookery
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“I don’t understand.” Andromache crouched in her shelt form, wearing a cloak she’d stuffed into Silveo’s pack before they left. She pushed her lantern a little distance into the opening at the bottom of the rock fissure where they stood. “Leopaard!” she hissed. “We’ve come early! Le!”

Silveo stood back, watching. He scanned the walls of the rocky fissure, the sand and shale floor. “How much has it filled in?”

Andromache stood up and brushed off her hands, red-tufted ears flicking. She peered critically at the narrow space beneath the wall. “Two days, maybe. No more.”

“So he was down here two nights ago, clearing it out.”

Andromache nodded. She didn’t strike Silveo as a person who quit easily, but this was a bad sign, and they both knew it.

“You’re sure he comes every night?” persisted Silveo. “You don’t come every night...”

Andromache spoke with flat finality, “I’m sure.”

A long silence. “Well,” said Silveo after a moment, “Gwain will want proof if he’s dead.”

Andromache swallowed. After a moment, she said, “How are we going to tell Gwain and the rest of the rescue party not to wait around at the top? I’m afraid that if I fly up there, it will provoke a fight.”

Silveo didn’t have an answer. “Maybe I need to come up from the bottom no matter what...with evidence of what happened to Leopaard.”

“It’s a lot of risk for a dead man.” Andromache thought further. “It would probably be wiser for me to fly you up to the festival and hope we can speak to someone in the rescue party before we’re spotted or recognized.”

“I don’t think we should assume Leopaard is dead,” said Silveo. “You said he’s very sick. Maybe he just doesn’t have the strength to tunnel through stone this evening. Maybe he’s lying in bed with a fever.”

Andromache smiled faintly. “I doubt he’s got anything like a real bed in there, but you could be right.”

Silveo crouched to examine the wall. The space underneath had lost ground to the tide. Can I actually manage it? They didn’t have the time or tools to re-excavate the opening this evening. He made an experimental attempt to slide underneath and got stuck when his pack snagged. Silveo shimmied out of the pack and prepared to try again.

“It’s volcanic rock,” warned Andromache. “It cuts.”

“Noted.” After a moment’s consideration, Silveo said, “I’m going to make you feel less self-conscious about having no clothes.”

Andromache laughed. “You’re going to scrape yourself up.”

“It’s better than tearing my shirt.” He was wearing white linen with a long ruffle underneath a dark red waistcoat and jacket. “I understand I’m going to a party this evening.” Silveo took off his coat, waistcoat, and shirt. He lay down flat in his trousers on the sand, turned his head sideways, and tried again. He managed to get his head and shoulders through, and then got stuck with a ridge of sharp rock jutting into his ribs.

“Tell me if I can help,” said Andromache.

“Just don’t tell Gwain I brought you down here and disrobed,” panted Silveo as he struggled. “We’d have to duel.”

“I’m not sure who would win that.”

“Believe me, no one wants to find out. I think the whole crescent lost last time we dueled.” In spite of his banter, Silveo was starting to panic. He couldn’t seem to go forward or back. The relentlessly sharp rock was beginning to draw blood. Of all the places not to bring oil...

At last, he closed his eyes and let himself relax. He let his mind drift, trying to recenter. To his great surprise, he heard a distant voice, “Don’t go into the ship! Something’s coming!”

Silveo opened his eyes. “Did you hear someone shout?”

Andromache crouched beside him. “No.”

Silveo frowned. It had seemed almost like...“Gerard?”

No response.

He hesitated. “Thess?”

Nothing. They should be too far away, and Thess had never yet managed to talk to them while they were awake.

Quieting his breathing had helped. Silveo let out all his air, and gave one more wriggle. “I’ve got it,” he said with confidence. “You can push my pack through.” A moment later, he was standing up on the other side, pulling on his shirt and waistcoat, and straightening his trousers by the glow of Andromache’s lantern, shining under the wall.

“You can have that light,” she said.

Silveo looked around. The tunnel opened up considerably here, but there was no evidence of recent occupation. He couldn’t even catch Leopaard’s scent. But of course I can’t. The high tide fills this cave with seawater daily.

The tunnel wound further back into the rocky island. Silveo knew from Leopaard’s map that it would soon ascend steeply and beyond that point, he’d find the place where the previous king of Maijha was keeping his bed. “Andromache, how long can you safely wait here?”

“About a quarter watch.”

“That’s plenty of time for me to reach his pallet and come back if he’s dead. If he’s not dead, I don’t think it makes sense for me to waste time and energy returning here. If I’m not back within the quarter watch, assume I found him alive, and leave.”

A pause. “Alright. Pass me a candle, and I’ll stay until it burns out. That should be about the right amount of time. I think you should take the lantern. I really will be fine in the dark.”

Silveo passed her the candle, shouldered his pack, and padded on down the winding passage, holding the lantern. The steep part turned out to be little more than a vertical shaft. It had some natural handholds that had been worn smooth by frequent use. Silveo had to put the lantern handle between his teeth. He growled and muttered about Leopaard’s height as he stretched precariously between the hand and foot holds.

Silveo could tell exactly when he climbed above the tide line because he finally caught the scent of a grishnard. Leopaard had been here perhaps a day ago. This seemed encouraging.

Silveo knew from Gwain’s notes and map that the room at the top had been part of an ancient privy. The shaft had been used as a sewer. At some point, an earthquake had closed off this section of tunnels and made them unstable. They’d been abandoned since long before Stravos’s cult arrived.

Silveo climbed over the lip of the shaft and found himself in a round room, obviously shaped by shelts and reinforced with dressed stone and mortar. The walls were overgrown with mold and there was still a faint smell of sewage. No wonder he’s sick.

Leopaard’s pallet was in the far corner against a slide of rock that half-covered the only exit. The pallet was empty.

Silveo frowned. Leopaard’s scent was very strong. He’d definitely spent a lot of time here. Two small shovels and a pick leaned against one wall. There was a carefully folded pile of threadbare clothes and a rag wrapped around a bit of soap. A bucket sat in the middle of the room in a spot where water dripped from the ceiling. It was overflowing. Silveo sniffed and concluded that, while not pleasant, the water was probably safe to drink.

So he had a source of fresh water, but I don’t see anywhere dry enough to light a fire. This would limit what he could eat and contribute to his diminishing health if he couldn’t get warm or dry. The winters are mild here, but still...

The pallet included several thick blankets, though they’d grown stiff with salt. An unlit lantern sat at the head of the bed. At the foot, sat an ancient wooden sea chest that looked like it might have come off the ocean’s floor. It had been insulated with rags and sawdust. Silveo could smell traces of food in the chest, but there was nothing edible in it now. There was a small stack of books, though, two precious candles, and a flint lighter. Silveo looked at them for a long moment. He saw The Guild of the Cowry Catchers, another of Gwain’s books on the non-grishnards of Wefrivain, a collection of poetry that he’d heard Thessalyn quote on more than one occasion, ballads, the famous account of a long-ago voyage...

Silveo sighed and shut the chest. So you were hoarding candles and books instead of food. He supposed that it must be pitch black in here without the lantern, even at noon.

Silveo paced around the room, sniffing. There was no trace of death in the air, although it was, admittedly, hard to distinguish this odor from ancient sewage, mold, and the distant, but powerful ammonia of the toothed crane roost.

At last, Silveo climbed over the rockslide to scoot awkwardly out the door. The rooms beyond were a chaotic jumble of fallen ceilings, tumbled masonry, moldering wooden beams, and jagged shelves of volcanic rock. There were many possible paths through the maze, but Silveo followed Leopaard’s scent along what must have been a well-worn route. The scent trail took him up several switchback flights of stairs in various states of decay, until he reached a landing that was in somewhat better repair.

Near the crumbling edge, stood a hand-written sign in several languages, “Danger. Do not go beyond this point.” A wooden door of good quality stood near it in the stone wall. Silveo tried the handle. Locked. As he got out his picks, he noticed something else. This lock is new.

The passage beyond was obviously in more regular use by the cult. Silveo caught the scents of fauns mingling with Leopaard’s.

He slid his lantern shut to the barest sliver, but dared not move forward entirely in the dark. He was fairly certain, based upon Gwain’s map, that the kitchens were in this direction. Well, you had run out of food.

He hadn’t gone far before he encountered a jumble of scents, then a trace of blood. Silveo paced back and forth over the smooth flagstones, noting a few scuff marks and, at last, a single tuft of golden fur, sodden, and clinging to one wall. I think they caught you here, Le.
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Chapter 25. Gears in the Rain
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The canyon was just as precarious as Silas had described it. Gus stood tense at the helm, straining his eyes through a mist that glowed with the last of the sunset, shining from beyond the clouds. Gus’s hands hovered over the controls, making fine adjustments to the ballonets, pectorals, and rudders. He’d left a single scrap of canvas aloft to carry them. Easy... Easy does it.

Every few moments, one of the ship’s griffins or pegasus would come sailing out of the fog to inform him of the way ahead, giving vital details about upcoming turns and rock outcroppings. Meanwhile, the crew were dutifully proceeding through the rotation that Percy had assigned, trotting down to the treadmill beneath the forecastle to push the windlass that wound the great springs.

With so few other noises, Gus could hear the mechanical click and whir of the distant gears as he called on them to move sails that he could not see, steering the ship through hairpin turn after hairpin turn. A momentary sharp burst of wind made his stomach drop, but then it quieted. I don’t understand why I can’t get just a little lower.

The Cormorant was still half out of the canyon and not entirely sheltered. Her ballonets were at capacity, which should have brought her nearly to the ground. Maybe Percy is right about that hidden gas bladder. It seemed strange to be unable to get the ship low enough. Usually airships were all too willing to get low.

We haven’t attempted any low flying since we took her. We haven’t needed to. The jagers had her moored pretty low, but...now that I think of it, we found one of the gas bladders empty. Is this the reason?

Fortunately, their current altitude seemed sufficient. They were underneath the really treacherous winds that crested the volcano, although they were certainly catching the pull of the strong westerlies which Gus suspected were about to bring the storm. The ship was moving just a little faster than Gus would have liked under her scrap of canvas.

But we’re managing it. We’re probably halfway there.

He’d no sooner thought this than a savage gust hit the Cormorant so hard that she jumped. Gus threw out the pectorals, but the cliff was coming up too fast. There was an awful crunch and then a grinding noise as the portside pontoons scraped against a rock outcropping. Fuck!

Gus knew exactly what was going to happen next, but there was no way to stop it. With her port side snagging and scraping against the cliff, the wind in her sail pushed her relentlessly around the fulcrum of the spot where she’d partially grounded, putting her dangerously close to broadside.

There was no time for handwringing. “Lindsey!” Gus barked to the pegasus scout on the deck below. “Damage report! Now!” If we’ve sheared away our portside pectorals, we’ll have to anchor here. She’ll need major repairs before we can go anywhere. We’re not in the best place to ride out a storm, but we’re safer than in the harbor. We really will have to get lower, though, and I don’t like the way we’re lying...

The pegasus shot back over the side, calling breathlessly, “Portside pectorals sound, sir; she’s scraping on her hull only. The keelhead struck, but didn’t wedge in the rock.”

Thank the gods. “Alright, I need a grapple to the starboard cliff. We’re going to haul her back into the center of the canyon. I’ll use the gear-driven windlass amidships. I’ll need you to carry a sailor with the grapple when we’re ready.” More loudly, he bellowed, “On deck there! Prepare to grapple to the starboard cliff! Reef the sail! Look lively; she cannot be allowed to broach to!”

It was very important that they get this right, and only a handful of sailors were available with so many running on the treadmill. Gus locked the controls and then trotted down the steps to help. The ship was bucking and lurching in her awkward position, blown repeatedly against the cliff and rocky outcropping. Gods, but that wind is getting strong!

He’d just sent a sailor off on the pegasus with the grapple, when Needles came tearing up from below. He was acting as messenger for the gearbox crew, and had come to inform Gus that, per Master Bellwater, the portside drivetrain had come uncoupled during the impact. Master Bellwater and Cobalt were working hard to fix it. They believed that the drivetrain, and therefore the portside pectorals, should be operational again in a few moments.

There was nothing for Gus to do except acknowledge the message. If it’s not operational by the time we need to straighten out in the middle of the canyon, we’ll spin. We might broach to. Sailors on all sides were watching him. He could feel their tension. Gus was not their usual captain, and he’d run them into a cliff.

Nevertheless, any experienced airship sailor could see the difficulty of the thing he was trying to do. He hadn’t lost their trust, not yet.

Gus forced himself to stare emotionlessly into the fog as though everything were under control. How does Silas manage the stress?

He wondered whether he should drop anchor until Percy sorted out the portside drivetrain. They’d need to at least winch themselves into the middle of the canyon first, and then they would need to grapple to both cliffs to avoid grounding. All of this would take time, and they might not end up in the best position to proceed towards the volcano’s more protected cone. They would lose the last of the daylight for sure.

Percy said the drivetrain would be operational in a few moments. He’s got enough experience to understand how critical that is...

Gus had a bad feeling about the wind. The steady drizzle of rain was now whipping across his cheeks in stinging darts. He wondered if he had time to go look at the barometer. But I already know what it will show me. The weather will get worse, much worse, probably within the watch.

Gus made his decision. We have to get into the cone as quickly as possible. I’m going to trust that Percy gave me an accurate estimate.

The sailors knew what was at stake. They moved quickly through the steps of grappling to the cliff with almost no talking or levity. Then Gus used the gears to haul her back into the center of the narrow canyon. Without any sails aloft, the ship wallowed like a balloon, still pushed by the powerful wind coming up from the sea. Gus had only a few moments to regain control of their trajectory before they began drifting towards one cliff or the other.

He waited for as long as he dared, held his breath, and tried to engage the portside pectorals. There was a creaking, grinding noise, a sense of resistance. Then a smooth whir. Gus felt the tug as the pectoral sail began to open. He let out his breath and was glad of the rainy twilight that hid his foolish grin from the crew below. “Unfurl that sail!” he shouted to the two waiting in the crosstrees. “Make sail there!”

They were moving again, maneuvering through another tight turn and then a long section of relatively easy sailing. Gus resisted the urge to open the pectorals further and pick up speed. The last leg is a bitch if memory serves.

The rain picked up, sluicing down in buckets from the gray sky. Gus tied his oilskin cloak under his chin. He had to keep shaking droplets off his nose. The diffuse light of the sunset glowed almost green through the clouds.

They were getting close to the final turn when Needles came scampering up the stairs, nearly slipping in the downpour.

“Sir, Master Bellwater sends his compliments, but wishes to tell you that water is getting into the gearbox and the springs’ housing. It’s causing some of the belts to slip, sir. He is concerned that the springs are not being properly fed by the treadmill, and this may not be repairable in the damp, sir.”

Gus stood still for a moment. Understanding seeped through him like cold water. “He’s saying I’m going to run out of power from the springs?”

Needles looked miserable. “Yes, sir.”

“How much more have I got?”

“About fifteen percent capacity is what he told me to tell you.” Needles stared anxiously up at Gus. “Any message in response, sir?”

Gus shook his head. I should have used the crew to winch us off the cliff. I was trying to spare sailors for the treadmill, but... First rule of airships: never waste the springs. Stupid, stupid, Creevy.

His heart began beating a terrified tattoo against his ribs as the implications of the news piled into him like cresting waves. What was I thinking bringing us into this canyon? She’s an antique. She can’t do this. I can’t do this. We’ll never make the cone. We need to anchor right here, conserve our remaining power, figure out a way to get lower... Silas is going to come back and find I’ve stranded his ship in a dangerous place. He’ll say he should have sacked me months ago.

They were still proceeding steadily. Gus was suddenly afraid to touch the controls. I should tell the crew to anchor. I should do it right now.

“Skipper?” It was Percy, coming through the door at Gus’s back. “Look, I’m sorry. We are doing everything we can down there, but it turns out she’s not really made for a thundering great rainstorm. She’s intended to fly above the clouds. Water is positively gushing under the seams in the gearbox! I’ve pulled everybody off the treadmill to seal up the leaks. They’re not doing any good running in circles if no energy is being communicated to the springs. Still, I think we have enough to...”

He trailed off. Gus couldn’t bear to look at him. His hands were starting to shake. Fraud, fraud...

Percy stepped up very close beside him. In a low voice, he murmured, “Creevy, look at me.”

Gus turned, his mouth already starting to form the words, “I can’t...”

He didn’t get any further. Percy was practically unrecognizable. He was soaking wet, his face smudged with black gear grease all the way up into his blond hair. He was in shirtsleeves with no raincoat or cloak. His sodden shirt had a boot track in the middle where someone had apparently stepped on him.

Gus gaped. “Are you injured?”

“Not at all, just a mess. Listen, Creevy, you are doing splendidly.”

Gus swallowed. He knew he should not show weakness. But I’m not Silas. “Maybe we should anchor here.”

Percy looked around as though considering the idea. “Is that really what you think? The light is going, and if this storm gets worse...”

Gus clenched one fist on the railing. “I can’t do this without the gears. If I ground again...”

Percy looked at him steadily. “You won’t. We’re almost there.” He hesitated. “Silas could not have done it better.”

Gus snorted.

“Are you seriously going to tell me that he’s never struck under these sorts of conditions?”

Gus could not honestly say that, so he said nothing.

“I’m certain I would have struck three times at least.”

Gus swallowed. He looked down at his hands.

“Use the springs sparingly,” said Percy. “That’s all I meant to tell you. What you’re doing is hard, and everybody here knows it. If we run out of power, we’ll anchor.” He hesitated. “Unless you really do think we should anchor now; it’s your decision.”

The fog of panic had cleared a little. A pegasus came winging onto the deck to tell Gus that there was an upcoming portside outcropping. Gus’s hand closed around the rudder handle, and this time his grip was steady. He eased it over, just a hair.

Percy watched him. “It is so easy to overcorrect in this kind of flying,” he said quietly. “There’s no margin of error. It’s why most people don’t sail like this.”

“It’s why Silas built the reverse ballonet pumps into the Albatross,” muttered Gus.

“Gods, that would help, wouldn’t it? Although this ship seems strangely averse to sinking.”

“That she does. I don’t understand it.”

Percy took a step towards the door. “Shall I go back to the gearbox? Cobalt has things under control down there; I just thought—”

Gus shook his head. His pride had washed away with his moment of panic, and now he just wanted not to be alone up here. “Stay. In case I need a second opinion.”

Percy didn’t comment, just remained still and quiet at the railing as they made the final turn. Gus had to use a great deal of the rudder and starboard pectorals. He forced himself not to speculate about how much power they had left. Steady.

The technique that used the least energy would coincidentally yield the smoothest results. Small corrections, keeping the ship pointed right down the center of the canyon. Do not strike, do not strike.

The last bit was a straightaway, ending in an impossibly narrow mouth. The rain cleared for a moment, and they got a glimpse of the opening at the far end.

“Gods’ blood,” muttered Percy. He said nothing else. The ship was picking up speed, the wind blowing hard from the sea.

“Reef up!” barked Gus to the sailors in the crosstrees.

They furled their only sail, but the ship ran on, her momentum carrying her like a bobbing cork towards the narrow outlet. Gus made a few more fine corrections. His hands were sweating again. If I’ve done it right, we won’t need much more from the gears at all. If I’ve done it wrong, we’ll strike hard. And we won’t be able to use the gears to claw off.

They weren’t going very fast, but it felt as though the narrow mouth was approaching with the speed of a diving falcon. Gus gripped the binnacle for lack of something better to do with his hands. He wanted to tell the crew to brace for impact. He hoped Glossy and Marlie and the children were somewhere safe...sitting down...lying down. We will hit so hard... Gods, what made me think I could do this?

They shot through the opening.

Suddenly, they were bobbing in the still air of the volcano’s cone, sheltered on all sides. Gus’s hands were shaking so that he could hardly flip the controls to throw out the pectorals, bringing them to a near-stop in the drifting fog.

Then Percy was pounding him on the back, exclaiming, “Well done! Ye gods! Three cheers for Master Creevy!” The crew on deck cheered madly.

Gus leaned on the binnacle, smiling like a lunatic and trying to collect himself. He managed to call down an order for the cooks to prepare something warm for the crew to eat and drink. Those on first watch were to anchor the ship at once. They would eat by turns.

Percy sagged against the railing. “Well, I’m going to make certain my assistants below have received the good news. Am I dismissed?”

Gus swallowed. He knew what Silas would do. “Would you like a glass of whiskey with me after you get cleaned up? In the card room?”

Percy hesitated. “You still don’t owe me anything,” he said quietly.

I do, though.

“I am quite certain that, if Silas and I had run that canyon, we’d be having a celebratory glass of whiskey afterwards.”

Percy smiled. “I’ll be there.”
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Chapter 26. The Basin
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They caught him. But did they kill him?

Silveo circled the place where he’d found Leopaard’s blood and fur, moving outward. He couldn’t identify a clear continuation of the scent. They changed the lock on the door he’s been using. That implies they thought he might try to use it again.

Or...they wanted to make sure no one else used that entrance. They may know about Andromache and want to keep her out. Leopaard is probably dead. I wonder if there’s anything left I could bring back as proof. I believe the cult give their own dead to the cranes...

At last, Silveo picked up the trail again, much further down the passage. It was so faint that he felt certain Leopaard had been carried. Silveo tracked the group, which now included a number of fauns, along a passage that hadn’t been on any of the maps they’d constructed. The trail led back down into the bowels of the Rookery, through a warren of lava tunnels, some reinforced by shelts and others in a natural state. At last, he came to a stout door. It had no keyhole, but was secured with a heavy crossbeam.

I believe we’re going to end up back in the sea caves. Silveo emerged, without much hope, on a high shelf above a steep drop-off. It was, indeed, a sea cave, but only perhaps half the size of the one where he’d started. It plunged from the shelf into a kind of basin.

The drop from the edge was steep, with water sparkling below. The waves foamed and hissed, but not too loudly. They were crashing more around the entrance. Silveo peered over the edge. He thought he saw the uneven shapes of rocks. It was basically a large tide pool, not deep at the moment. Still, the sides of the basin looked smooth, and he thought he would have a hard time climbing out if he fell in. I’d better watch my step.

He was listening for the rustle of roosting cranes overhead, his eyes scanning the shadowy room for some platform or gibbet where the cult deposited bodies to be eaten. There did seem to be some raised structure at the center of the basin, although Silveo wasn’t about to risk going out there without a clear path back. If they carried him over, I’ll find the trail. A piece of his clothing is all I need...

Silveo didn’t hear any of the noises he was expecting, and there was a smell in the room that he didn’t like. It wasn’t death or cranes. It was a briny, meaty smell that he couldn’t identify, but it made his fur prickle uncomfortably against his trousers.

He considered opening the window of his lantern further, but discarded the idea. If the room is full of sleeping cranes, that could be disastrous.

He proceeded on around the shelf at the edge of the room, peering down into the rocky water, and upwards at a ceiling lost in shadows. The scent trail had become muddled with too much salt and moisture in the air. He still saw no sign of a way down into the basin, and he was beginning to think that the object in the center was merely a rock formation and not a platform. Did they throw him in the water for sea creatures to devour? Perhaps because he didn’t merit proper burial?

Silveo had gone about a quarter of the way around the room when he encountered a winch. It was nearly as tall as himself, bolted to the stone floor. Silveo stared at it. The thick rope cable it supported was mostly unwound. He tracked it upwards into the darkness, towards a point that must be nearly over the rock formation. Is it, in fact, a platform for the cranes? I suppose that would make sense. But, gods, how am I going to reel it in?

One look at the massive handle told him that it was intended for at least two big shelts to operate. The shavier fauns who lived here probably used three people to do the job.

Andromache’s words returned to him. “It’s a lot of risk for a dead man.”

It certainly is.

Another idea occurred to Silveo. I could tie a rope to this winch. It’s anchored securely. Then I’d have a way back up the side of the basin. The tide is out, so I could easily walk to the platform. Cranes sleep at night, so even if they’re here, they won’t bother me as long as I’m quiet and don’t use too much light.

Silveo peered up into the blackness. He still couldn’t hear any rustling. But the surf could be covering it.

He brought out a coil of rope from his pack, secured one end to the winch and dropped the rest over the side of the basin. He took off his boots, rolled up his trousers, and, after some consideration, left his pack on the shelf. He reassured himself in the faint light of his lantern that the water below was not deep, and slid over the side.

A weak voice out of the darkness: “Who’s there?”

Silveo froze. After a moment’s consideration, he scrambled back up onto the shelf and took the lantern out of his mouth. He spoke as loudly as he dared. “Leopaard?”

A long pause. A vague series of slithering and plopping sounds echoed around the basin. Silveo saw movement in the water, but he couldn’t interpret it. After the noises died away, the voice came again, strained and gravelly, “If you’re thinking of coming down into the water...don’t.”

Silveo raised his lantern high, but he still couldn’t see much.

The voice came again, a far-off whisper, “You can open your light. They don’t really respond to that. But they get excited about movement and...” The speaker seemed nearly strangled with the effort of speech, “Noise.”

Silveo hesitated. Then he slid his lantern’s window all the way open. Light streamed across the basin.

The water was not full of rocks. It was full of flippered crocodiles.

Silveo’s heart gave an uneven squeeze. Spots danced before his eyes for a moment.

The creatures were piled up like driftwood, apparently asleep. The largest were the size of the Meerkat. The rope Silveo had tossed over the edge of the shelf lay not two paces from the nose of one of these monsters.

The object in the center of the cave was neither a platform, nor a rock formation. It was a cage. A ragged form hunched in the middle. He got unsteadily to his feet, blinking in the sudden light. His voice came out in a rasp. “Silveo?”

“Leopaard.”

*  *  *  *
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Dakar had been worried about Thessalyn since shortly after Gerard and Silveo left. She was not resting peacefully, nor was she engaged in the busy internal world that she’d created for herself in order to stay sane. Instead, Thessalyn seemed to be in the grip of some kind of nightmare. She was moving and muttering, kicking. Her body temperature had shot up. She felt almost feverish.

“Thess, it’s not time to wake up yet,” muttered Dakar as she crouched beside the pallet. “You’re not ready. You’ll hurt yourself. Go back to sleep.”

At last, Dakar lay down beside her and tried to force her way into the dream—to stop it or at least understand what was wrong. Unlike Gerard and Silveo, Dakar could do this without truly sleeping. Gently, she eased her consciousness into Thessalyn’s—a diver dropping down into a pearlescent sea...

And was snatched.

Dakar couldn’t breathe. She felt as though a predator had her in its grip.

She was a little girl, buried in the dark hold of a sunken ship. The hold was rapidly filling with water, rotting wood crumbling under her hands as she tried to climb up the steeply canted deck towards the only pinprick of daylight. Cold sea churned around her legs, rising... She didn’t know who she was or how she’d gotten here. She felt as though she were dissolving into the water that was about to close over her head.

Dakar wrenched herself out of the dream. She scrambled away from Thessalyn, backed up against a wall and sat down, breathing hard and staring at the twitching, thrashing grishnard woman. You tried to eat me, she thought numbly.

It had been a little like when Lazaran taught her a lesson in manners—the way he grabbed at her mind and held it, rifled through her memories. He’d been trying to show her what it felt like, and also that there was a risk in presenting herself this way. If she forced herself on a stronger telepath, she could be hurt, robbed of memories, or even devoured. She needed to be more compassionate and more careful.

Lazaran, however, had been in total control when he trapped Dakar’s mind. There was never a moment when he hadn’t known what he was doing or exactly how far he intended to go. This had been different. Thessalyn was like a drowning person, flailing.

She’s trying to wake up, Dakar realized. But she’s still missing the part of herself that I used to create Gerard and Silveo’s bond. She’s desperate, so...she tried to take a piece of me instead.

Dakar shivered. She didn’t do it on purpose.

But she remained out of reach, watching. A little after sunset, Thessalyn heaved a great breath, let out a strangled sob, and woke.
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Chapter 27. Hope
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The last time Silveo and Leopaard had seen each other had been at the send-off banquet before Silveo’s ill-fated attempt to retrieve Gwain off Maijha Minor. Thirteen years earlier, Silveo had tried to assassinate Leopaard. It had been a singularly violent encounter and one of Silveo’s few failures during those years.

Silveo had spent some time considering what to say when they met this evening. He’d settled on some breezy remarks about having taken longer than expected to return from the hunting expedition. He felt he needed to set the tone for a meeting that might be tense. They were going to have enough tension getting themselves out of the Rookery alive. Better to acknowledge the past with a bit of dark humor and move on.

Staring across the sea of crocodiles to the ragged figure in the cage, however, all of Silveo’s witticisms deserted him, and he said, “Seven hells, Leopaard. Do you piss off absolutely everyone? What on earth did you say to make them this angry?”

A few of the crocodiles stirred at the sound of his voice, and Silveo flinched back from the lip of the basin. Leopaard remained standing in the middle of the cage, perfectly still. It was as he’d said—the light didn’t seem to bother the beasts, but a raised voice did. After a moment, they subsided.

“Tell Gwain to write a new book,” whispered Leopaard. He spoke so softly that grishnard ears might not have caught the words at this distance and over the hiss of the surf. “Tell him to give the wyverns a little more forbearance and shelts a little less. Tell him that we’re all capable of good and evil. And...and tell him that I love him.”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Do not be noble at me. You can tell him yourself once I get you out of there.” He turned back to the winch and examined it critically. There is no way I can reel him in on my own.

Leopaard tried to speak and had to stop to stifle a cough. “I’d rather...send a message,” he managed, “than risk...sending nothing at all...if you are eaten.”

“I did not come back from the Shores Beyond the World to be eaten by crocodiles,” muttered Silveo. “How did they get you in there? Surely the cage has a door. Is it locked?”

Leopaard said nothing. The crocodiles shifted restlessly.

Silveo knelt and began hunting through his pack. He had a pair of gloves and chalk. He had a clip that he could use to fashion a simple rope harness. “Fine. Don’t tell me. Wait there. Oh, never mind; you have no choice.” Gently, he pulled his rope out of the basin, cut off everything he wouldn’t need for getting out, and set to work making a failsafe harness. Ten years ago, I wouldn’t have bothered. Apparently I’ve become timid in my old age. He almost laughed. It was the sort of thing Anaroo would have said. Or maybe I just have something to live for.

He snapped his clip onto the cable and tested his weight on the harness. Leopaard spoke at last. “It has a door,” he whispered. “They left...the key...on a stick.”

Silveo’s head snapped up. “What?”

“It’s just out of reach.”

Silveo squinted across the basin. He wished he had a grishnard’s eyesight. At last, he made out something like a fishing pole, jammed in the ground a few paces from the cage. “Why?” He suspected he would not like the answer.

“I believe I am meant to...flail around reaching and...get my arm bitten off.” Listening to him try to talk without coughing was painful.

“Again, your capacity for inspiring animosity in the hearts of others is astounding. And I say that as a person who inspires plenty.” Shut up, Silveo, he told himself. You’ll make him angry or you’ll make him laugh, and neither will be helpful.

It was too hard to tell at this distance what Leopaard’s reaction might have been, but he said nothing else as Silveo began his long climb up the rope to the ceiling. It wasn’t easy, but it wasn’t as difficult as he’d feared. The cable had a rough, fibrous texture, and he was able to get a grip. He left his lantern on the rock shelf, where it would hopefully remain undisturbed, along with most of the contents of his pack.

Silveo did not let himself look down until he’d reached the top. Then he looked and wished he hadn’t. The cage was an island in a sea of flippered crocodiles. He was about to slide straight down. Could I climb back up this if I had to? He wasn’t sure.

Don’t think about it.

He wasn’t going back this way, in any case. They were going to have to walk through the basin, but Silveo suspected this could only be accomplished once. If that.

Don’t think about it.

He shimmied down the rope, letting himself slide on the wet section near the end, until he landed with a soft rattle on top of the cage. Leopaard looked up at him, the light from across the basin painting deep shadows in his hollow cheeks. “Did I miscount the days?” he whispered. “I thought you were coming three nights from now.”

“The Cranes called for their play early,” said Silveo. “Something about an omen.” He padded across the roof of the cage to survey the fishing pole with a key dangling from the end of the short line. It was festooned with bells. A person reaching from the cage might manage to brush it with their fingers, possibly even snag it, only to have the line recoil as they tried to pull it around to the door, which was on the opposite side. Silveo could imagine how much racket that would make.

“So, they would like you to get your arm bitten off,” said Silveo. “And if not, there’s the tide. Does it cover the cage? When did they put you in here?”

“Yesterday afternoon,” whispered Leopaard. “It was waist high. It will be higher by tomorrow morning.”

Silveo tested the sloping cage roof for purchase, then started to climb down. “Seems unnecessarily complicated. Why didn’t they just kill you?”

“They are still hoping I will tell them where Thessalyn is hidden.” He hesitated. “I might have made some uncomplimentary remarks on the nature of their religion.”

Under other circumstances, Silveo would have laughed. “You and Gwain are certainly related.”

He stepped gingerly into the water. Even at low tide, it was hock-deep to a foxling. These trousers are going to be ruined. He stepped over one enormous, fleshy tail, very carefully did not look at the body it was attached to, and reached the fishing pole. He removed the key by the simple expedient of cutting it free with a knife. Not a bell jangled, but somewhere off to his right, a slithering noise began, accompanied by wet plops and gurgles. It seemed to go on and on. Silveo couldn’t help noticing the glint of light off a half-lidded eye just above the water in front of him.

Was it his imagination, or had the pupil focused for a moment? They’re probably just dreaming. The faster you get this done, the faster you can get out of here.

Leopaard was standing in front of the door when Silveo returned. He said nothing, but his ears had pricked up. Silveo slid the key into the lock, turned, and...nothing. He tried a few adjustments, but he could already tell that this key had never been intended to fit this lock. It was bait, a decoy, a cruel trick.

Leopaard turned away, as though to hide whatever spasm of disappointment crossed his face.

“They really don’t like you, do they?” muttered Silveo. “No, don’t curl up on the floor. I need you to watch my back while I pick this lock.”

Leopaard’s voice came in a guttural croak. “Silveo, please go. Gwain needs to know what happened to me. He’s come all this way...”

Silveo’s patience slipped, and he snapped, “Did I give up when you took two of my knives, stabbed me, and shoved a poisoned sweet down my throat? No. I tried to stab you one more time, because I am not a quitter.” It was a wildly inappropriate thing to say, but it had the desired effect of snapping Leopaard out of his monologue. He turned, started to speak, then made a strangled noise, trying not to cough.

“Contrary to what you may think based upon our previous encounters,” continued Silveo, “I am usually quite good at my job, so I would like you to stop moping and watch the room for me. I’ve picked a lot of locks, but never with a cave full of flippered crocodiles at my back.”

Leopaard returned to the bars. He couldn’t seem to get his breath to speak, and Silveo had no idea what he was thinking, but he looked out over the room while Silveo struggled with the lock. It was heavily corroded from the salt air and of a type that Silveo had never encountered before. He didn’t think there was any need to share these details with Leopaard. Moments crawled by like watches as Silveo tinkered with the unfamiliar mechanism.

At last, Leopaard rasped, “I had nightmares about that evening for years.”

“You, too?” quipped Silveo. He scowled at the lock. Is the tumbler frozen with salt, or does it just work differently than I expect?

“You were just a child,” whispered Leopaard.

“I was fifteen,” muttered Silveo. Maybe if I douse it with a few handfuls of water, that might dissolve some of the crystals...

“I wish I had handled it differently.”

“What, by dying? That certainly would have been more convenient for me.”

Leopaard doubled over again, hissing. “You are going to...get yourself...killed.”

“By saying the wrong thing? That does seem the most likely way for me to expire.” Something clicked inside the lock. Finally! It didn’t open, but Silveo was beginning to understand the mechanism.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Leopaard.

Silveo stopped and peered up at him. Confessionals were, in his experience, a bad sign when it came to morale. “How old is your son? The younger one, I mean.”

Leopaard went perfectly still. Silveo realized that, coming from him, these words might be construed as a threat, so he added quickly, “Mine is twelve.”

Leopaard blinked at him. “You...have a child?”

“Horrifying, isn’t it? I confess, I spent a few moments breathing into a paper bag when I found out. But he mostly takes after his mother, so all is not lost.”

Leopaard laughed...and coughed. He coughed once, and then he couldn’t stop. The wheezing bark filled the cave. It seemed louder than the sound of the surf.

Slithering, sliding, splashing noises erupted from all sides. Silveo did not spare a look over his shoulder, but bolted up the wall of the cage and clung there, panting. He realized an instant later that he’d dropped his lockpicks. He looked down and saw Leopaard on his knees, scrambling to fish them out of the mud and foam beside the cage. Two paces away, a crocodile had its head up, jaws agape. Its eyes opened and closed in a slow blink. The crocodile’s neighbor snapped at it irritably, and the two engaged in a brief contest of yawning jaws and hisses.

At last, they settled down. Gradually, the splashing and sliding noises melted away.

Silveo forced himself to slide down the bars. He could not bring himself to turn his back on the cave for a long moment and stood there scrutinizing every nearby crocodile, getting his breath, and trying to make his tail stop bristling. Leopaard reached through the bars and handed him his lockpicks.

Silveo thought Leopaard might reasonably have said something along the lines of, “I told you so.” Instead, he whispered, “He’s seven. But I haven’t seen him in something over two years.”

“You think he’ll remember you?”

A long silence, broken only by the hiss of the surf and lapping of waves. Silveo got up his nerve to turn his back on the room again and recommence his assault on the lock. Leopaard stared out at the crocodiles.

“Well, it hardly matters,” muttered Silveo, “I didn’t meet mine until he was eleven. He was predisposed to dislike me, as well he should be, and yet somehow we have become friends.”

A long pause, and then Leopaard ventured, “Are you friends with his mother?”

“I didn’t know her any better than I knew him until recently, but, yes, we are friends. She’s done this amazing thing with Belvedere, in that he seems to think the world is wonderful and likely to be kind to him. He’s overflowing with curiosity and trust, and he’s so clever, but terribly naive, and I can’t help thinking that life will teach him a vicious lesson one of these days. But for now, he’s full of hope. Some days I think that maybe Belvedere has it right and I have it wrong, and wouldn’t that be nice?” Silveo was aware that he was babbling—a flurry of nerves from the crocodile awakening. But at least he wasn’t saying anything funny or shocking and Leopaard wasn’t coughing. Silveo glanced up and caught the ghost of a smile on Leopaard’s face.

“That’s wonderful, Silveo.” He hesitated. “I don’t think I will ever see Lorenz again, though I do hope he remembers me.”

“Now there you go doubting my competence once more,” grumbled Silveo. “Gwain thought I could do this, and I believe that you trust him.”

“My eldest is one of the most persistent people I have ever known,” whispered Leopaard. “That’s why I would like him to have...certainty...about me.”

Silveo’s hands hovered over the lock. “The thing about hope is that it gets harder as you get older. After you learn that you can lose...and how badly. Despair is easy. Hope is hard.”

Click.

Silveo lifted his eyes to Leopaard’s face as the lock fell open in his hands. He saw the flicker of conflicting emotions—fear of new disappointment, exhaustion, distrust, longing. Silveo eased the cage door open. Leopaard stood still.

“I need you to think like a twelve-year-old for just a little while,” said Silveo. “I need you to assume we’re going to get out of here alive. You can see Lorenz again if you want to very badly. Do you?”

The former king of Maijha swallowed. He shut his eyes, opened them again. “With all my heart.”

Silveo grinned. “Then let’s go.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 28. Not So Bad
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“You’re awake! Stop thrashing. Thessalyn, stop it, stop it!”

Dakar had given up trying not to touch her. She was practically sitting on her. “You’ll hurt yourself! This isn’t a dream! Stop!”

Thessalyn gave a long, guttural moan. She’d already fallen twice and seemed bent on staggering about the cabin running into things. She’d tried once to shift enough to give herself sight. Dakar could tell, because her eyes had darkened for a moment, right before she buried her head in her hands and cried out in pain. Dakar was afraid that someone would come to check on the bumping. They probably already would have, except that the wind had picked up, and the ship was riding with a steady creak at anchor.

Thessalyn babbled against Dakar’s shoulder, “Have to tell them...get out of the ship... There’s a wave coming. Fills the whole sky, so bad...”

“Thessalyn, it’s me, Dakar. Gerard and Silveo aren’t here. You’re not supposed to be awake yet. This could kill you. Go back to sleep.”

The words finally seemed to penetrate. Thessalyn stopped struggling. She was half on her side in the center of the cabin, the destroyed pallet on the floor all around them. She remained still for a long moment. At last, she said, “Dakar?”

“Yes.”

“I’m...awake?”

“Yes. You’re on the Defiance.”

“There’s a wave...” She stopped and shook her head. “No. A storm. There’s a storm coming.”

“We know. The glass has been dropping all day. It should hit sometime tomorrow. Gerard and Silveo will be back by then. They went to rescue Leopaard. Do you remember helping them make maps from their memories of the Rookery?”

Thessalyn scowled in concentration. “Yes. But the storm will hit within the watch. They...they went in a floating sailboat. Do I have that right? It seems wrong. Did I dream it?”

Dakar smiled. “I guess you dreamed it, but it’s right.”

Thessalyn swallowed. “My mouth is so dry. Everything hurts.”

Dakar sprang to her feet. “You need water. And food. And then you need to go back to sleep! You’re still absorbing the bond that I made between Gerard and Silveo. I don’t know if you can stay awake without it. I don’t think that would be good for you.”

Thessalyn took the cup of water Dakar offered and drained it in one long gulp.

“I don’t have any food in here,” said Dakar. “Wait while I go and get some.”

Thessalyn shook her head. “No. There isn’t time. I need to go to them... I have to. I saw... I have to.”

Dakar stared at her. “They’re on the other side of the island, and you just said we’re about to have a big storm.”

“I need to get there before the storm.”

“I don’t see how that’s possible.”

“Can you do it?”

Dakar bit her lip. “As a wyvern? Maybe...”

“Can you take me?”

“No.”

“Silveo said you carried him once. You even swam with him and Gerard...”

“Thess, you’ve been in deep torpor for nearly three years! I can’t go dragging you through the ocean or the rain across an island!” She hesitated. “Gerard would kill me!”

Thessalyn laughed—an unfamiliar sound that rattled a little. “Gerard can’t keep me out of harm’s way. He never could.” She hesitated. “I think I must be very hard to kill.”

“You don’t look it,” whispered Dakar.

Thessalyn got slowly to her feet.

After a moment’s consideration, Dakar shifted into her adult grishnard form. Being a little foxling was inconvenient when you were trying to keep a grown grishnard from falling over.

Thessalyn took Dakar’s shoulder, but let go of it almost instantly and straightened. Her emaciated arms looked bird-fragile, her cheeks hollow, though her skin had the flush of exertion. Her once-blond hair had silver streaks everywhere. And yet she was only twenty-two, and flashes of that young woman peeked through the ravages of her ordeal. Her face had a timeless quality—young and old at once.

Thessalyn swayed on her feet, staggered a bit with the roll of the ship, but she did not fall. Her hands scurried over her gown. “I can’t wear this. I need trousers and a shirt.”

Dakar looked around uncertainly. “Gerard’s might work if the belt has enough holes. We’ll have to roll the pant legs a little. Or I can go down the hall and get some from the women’s quarters. I need to at least let Captain Mink and Master Sirwen know you’re awake. If you really have to get to the Rookery right now, you’d have an easier time staying on a pegasus or a griffin than me.”

“Would they do that?” asked Thessalyn quietly. “If you go and tell them I’m awake, will they let me fly out right now?”

Dakar fidgeted. “Probably not.”

“What if I stayed here, but I told them they need to send a pegasus to warn the rescue party?”

Again, Dakar wasn’t sure. “It’s hard to get in and out of the Rookery. I think...I think there’d be a lot of arguing. They’d have a meeting about it.” And a pegasus would take more than a watch just to cross the island against the wind. She didn’t think she should say that last part out loud, though.

Thessalyn shook her head. “No meetings.” Half under her breath, she muttered, “Besides, it has to be me.”

“Why?” asked Dakar.

Thessalyn’s young-old face twisted in concentration. “I saw... I don’t know how to explain it.”

Wyvern things, thought Dakar and felt a chill of mingled excitement and fear. “The fauns at the Rookery want to eat us,” she said. “They’ve been looking for you for two years. You understand that, don’t you?”

“I know,” said Thess. “But Leopaard is there because he’s been protecting me. None of them would be out there if he hadn’t been trying to hide me. It’s my turn to do something. And I have to. I don’t think they will come back otherwise.”

Dakar took a deep breath. She knew that Gerard and Silveo would tell her not to do this. But they are not wyverns. This is wyvern business. “Alright. But, Thess, you have to listen to what I say. You tried to give yourself sight when you first woke up. You tried to shift.”

Thessalyn nodded. “It hurt.”

“I don’t think you should do that again,” said Dakar, “not without the part of yourself that’s missing. Shifting or...or using...” She felt foolish saying the word but it was the only right one, “Using magic—it takes a lot of energy. That’s how wyverns die when gunshot hits them, or when they’re on fire. They keep trying to shift to heal, and they burn themselves out.”

Dakar wished that she understood this better, that she had proper words for what she was trying to describe. Someday, she promised herself, I will.

Thessalyn nodded. “I won’t do it again.”

“I think you are probably light enough for me to carry,” said Dakar. “You’ll get wet, though, and you might need to tie yourself on. Let me see if I can find you better clothes.”

*  *  *  *
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Gerard knew that it was too early to expect Silveo and Leopaard. Nevertheless, as Zael ran the group through the steps of the play, working out problems in their new space, Gerard couldn’t help peering critically at the growing crowd, imagining what route a pair of fugitives might take through the amphitheater. If they came down on the right, they wouldn’t be too conspicuous. They could wait until the play’s action focused the audience’s attention on the left side of the stage, then vanish behind the colorful screens. They could slip from screen to screen, around the back of the Honeytail, and then aboard.

Gerard imagined how they would lie down on the floor, the play would be concluded as quickly as possible, and their whole party would float away with their would-be captors clapping and cheering for good measure. In Gerard’s fantasy, they even threw flowers.

The amphitheater was in the lee of the Rookery, but the wind seemed to be strong out beyond the shelter of the rock spire. That’s good, thought Gerard. It will blow us across the island, straight home.

Gerard knew they needed to delay the start of the play for as long as possible. Still, he was relieved when Stravos finally approached Zael. They had a brief conversation that did not carry over the moan of the wind or the chatter of the crowd. At last, Stravos went to sit in the front row, smiling, and Zael motioned to the group to gather round.

“We’re being asked to commence,” he said in a low voice. “Are we all clear on our signals and the break-points when our friends arrive?”

They nodded.

“The wind is gusting harder than I’d like,” said Silas. “I wish I had a barometer. I would bet that the mercury’s dropping.”

“As long as we make it off the Rookery, we’ll be alright,” said Gwain.

“We should be able to reach the mainland without mishap,” allowed Silas. “Worst-case-scenario, we tie down somewhere in the clouds over the volcano and wait for better conditions. Just be prepared for a bit of a bumpy ride if these gusts continue.”

Zael sighed. “I have prepared my vomit bag.”

“It’ll be a short ride at least,” said Silas. “Very short, if this keeps getting stronger.”

Zael looked searchingly at Gwain. “Do you think your father will arrive soon? I confess, I was hoping to have him already aboard before the play even began. I don’t think I can delay much longer, and once we start, we can only extend the length of the performance so far.”

Gwain glanced at Gerard, who shrugged. “I think that getting him onto the sailboat without the distraction of the play might be a challenge. It’s even possible that he and Silveo are in the audience right now, waiting for an opening.” Gerard couldn’t help glancing up as he said this. The benches were nearly full. About half of the audience were in cult robes, many with elaborate crane costumes and hoods. The other half were visitors, most of them dressed in fine, but ordinary clothes. A few were openly gawking at the inhabitants of the Rookery, and many were glassy-eyed with whatever substances had been added to the food and wine.

“You’re right, of course,” said Zael. He took a deep breath. “Well, let’s provide a distraction. Let the play begin.”

*  *  *  *
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The first quarter of the journey across the basin really wasn’t so bad. Silveo kept telling himself this. Not so bad, not so bad. That one’s looking at me, but it’s not awake. Not at all. That’s a nose, not a rock. Don’t step there. This is not so bad, this is not so bad.

Leopaard came behind him. There was no talking now. Certainly no jokes. The only sounds they made were the unavoidable sucking noises as they pulled their feet out of the silty mud.

This is not so bad... Silveo raised his eyes from his feet and wished he hadn’t. This is fucking awful.

They were now midway between the cage and the edge of the basin in a veritable tangle of resting crocodiles. Worse still, a deep fissure ran through the cave floor in front of them. Silveo hadn’t noticed it from the edge of the basin. He’d mistaken drifting crocodiles for rocks in shallow water. In fact, the water ahead looked deep. It was impossible to say how deep, because of the foam and churning sand. Will I have to swim? Spots danced before his eyes.

I need to think about this. Silveo stopped. No! screamed a voice in his head. Don’t think! Just get through it. Get across this pool. If you swim, you swim. Move!

Somewhere on the far side of the basin, that ominous sliding, splashing noise began again.

Move!

But Silveo might as well have been frozen to the spot. He knew he was breathing, but it didn’t feel like he was getting any air. At the same time, he had the absurd notion that if he could only make a joke or distract himself with some story or even say something quite offensive, he would be able to breathe again. He wouldn’t still be standing here, staring at that pool. He was aware of his tail, bristling like a pinecone.

Calm down, calm down, calm down...

He nearly jumped out of his skin when Leopaard crouched behind him and put a hand on his shoulder. His voice came in a strained hiss. “Carry you?”

Silveo felt simultaneously embarrassed and insanely grateful. He wondered for an instant whether Leopaard even could carry him in such a sickly state. But if you’ve been climbing up and down old sewer shafts and tunneling through sea caves every night, you probably can.

Leopaard scooped him up with barely a stagger and started across the pool. Silveo flipped around to look over his shoulder. He felt better with eyes behind as well as to the front. The water rose to Leopaard’s waist as he proceeded. Silveo would certainly have been swimming.

Fortunately, the pull of the tide wasn’t too bad here, but Silveo could still tell that the footing was precarious. Leopaard was going slowly, feeling for each step. They passed the deepest point and began climbing the far side. The edge of the basin was only a few paces away, when Leopaard slipped on something under the water. His grip on Silveo tightened, and then loosened as he struggled to maintain his balance.

Jaws as long as a galley oar splashed out of the water on their left and snapped shut a hand’s breadth from Leopaard’s shoulder. It happened so fast that Silveo didn’t have time to register alarm. Suddenly the water was roiling all around them and Leopaard was trying to run through the sloshing mud. Silveo spun around, exploded out of his arms, and bounded for the edge of the basin.

A sound somewhere between a roar and a hiss rattled through the cavern, and then the cacophony overwhelmed the surf—a hissing, splashing clamor. Silveo’s little paws skittered over noses, scaly backs, flippers, and flailing tails. Then he was climbing the rope, out of the basin, and lunging for his pack. He came up with his hands full and spun around, half expecting to see nothing but the bloody remains of Leopaard’s clothes.

In fact, the grishnard king was only a few steps behind. He had his fingers in the rope, trying to lever himself out of the basin, but was being hampered by the flippered crocodile that had half of his lower body between its jaws.

Silveo braced himself, looked past Leopaard’s desperate face, and fired the little gun directly into the eyes of the crocodile. The noise was deafening, and the shot did not provide instant satisfaction. The beast froze. Its head was bloody, but Silveo couldn’t tell how badly it was actually hurt.

Leopaard’s hands scrabbled on the lip of the basin, but the crocodile had him in a vice. To Silveo’s horror, another rose up behind it and made a snap at Leopaard’s free leg. This seemed to inspire the monster he’d shot, because it opened its jaws to roar at its neighbor.

Leopaard surged upwards and dragged himself entirely onto the shelf. He was bloody and more ragged than ever, but he was standing.

“Lantern!” barked Silveo. Leopaard was about to trip over it. He scooped it up.

Silveo had already snatched up his pack, and they pelted for the exit.

Unfortunately, the gunshot had fully awoken the crocodiles and perhaps more besides. Through the ringing in his ears, Silveo thought he detected the distant boom and shriek of cranes. So much for subtlety.

One of the larger beasts flopped onto the ledge ahead of them, moving with surprising dexterity on its seal-like flippers. Leopaard jerked back, and Silveo fired his second and final bullet. Again, the beast seemed stunned for an instant. Silveo vaulted over its snout, scrambled along its scaly back, and past its massive tail. Leopaard followed his example.

The crocodile was turning by the time they cleared its hind legs, but that didn’t matter. The door was before them.

Silveo shot through it, Leopaard on his heels. Now he understood why this door had such a massive deadbolt. As they swung it shut, the crocodile hit the far side and managed to get its snout through. They pushed with all their might, but the beast was stronger.

The door began to slide open.

Silveo could not possibly reload the little gun in time, but something Anaroo had said flashed through his mind. He tossed the gun up, caught it by the barrel, and brought the heavy brass handle down with a solid crunch on the crocodile’s nose.

It jerked back with a snarl, and the door slammed shut. Leopaard threw the bolt.

They both sat there for a long moment, collapsed against the base of the door, panting. At last, Leopaard managed, “Thank you. What...is that thing?”

“A little gun. The jagers make them. I’d need to reload this one to fire it again, and unfortunately, the crocodiles splashed water all over my pack. The powder probably got wet, and without dry powder, it’s just a pretty club.”

Leopaard nodded. “Can I...see it?” He was struggling for breath, but still curious.

Silveo handed over the gun for inspection. “Don’t be overwhelmed with gratitude just yet. We have to make our rendezvous at the top, and I’m not sure where we are. Can you walk? I mean, without crocodiles chasing you?”

“I think so.” He handed back the gun. “Amazing. It creates combustion with saltpeter?”

“I am not a chemist, but my kid can tell you all about it when we get back. Let’s see you stand. I’m not convinced that crocodile didn’t break your foot.”

His feet appeared unbroken, but the crocodile’s teeth had cut him all over. He was a bloody mess, in addition to being absolutely filthy. His hair, which must now be almost as pale as Silveo’s, was gray with volcanic dust, and his skin was almost the same color. To Silveo’s sensitive nose, he smelled like some unholy combination of crocodile den and crane rookery. “Well, it’s a crime to attend a party that way,” said Silveo dryly, “but at least you can wear a hideous costume.” He pulled the carefully rolled crane cloak from his bag and handed it over.

“That might work...”

“Of course it will work. Just put the hood up.”

“What about you?”

Silveo held up a crane mask. “I can’t pass for a shavier, but they do have some foxlings in the islands, so hopefully I can pass for a visitor.”

“That’s why you wore a ruffled silk shirt to crawl through sea caves?”

“And linen breeches. Which I’ll have you know are ruined, but nobody will be able to tell in the dark. Here’s some ship’s biscuit and cheese. It’s not much, but it’ll help you think clearly for the next few hours.”

Leopaard took the food reverently. Silveo could tell he was trying not to snap at it like a starving animal.

“Do you know how to get to the top from here?” asked Silveo. “I can try to reconstruct the way from scents, but this is far off my intended route.”

Leopaard was clearly in a state of cheese-induced bliss. After he’d chewed and swallowed, he said, “I think I know the way. I can get us back to the main passages at least.”

“That should be enough,” said Silveo. I hope.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 29. Whiskey in the Card Room
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It was a quarter watch after dark by the time Gus found his way to the card room. He knew for a fact that Percy hadn’t beaten him there, because they’d both been working on the watch schedule. The ship was properly anchored and the crew fed and assigned to duties, though the ship’s roster was uncomfortably thin. Sailors who’d already put in a difficult day’s work would need to stand watch through parts of the night. Gus had made the schedule as light as safety allowed, and he was glad they didn’t need to take the Cormorant any great distance under these circumstances.

To complicate matters further, they couldn’t seem to get the ship low enough to entirely protect her from the wind coming out of the canyon from the sea. It was a baffling problem, and it put them at risk of being blown against the jagged rim of the crater if the storm grew rougher overnight. Gus wasn’t sure what to do about that, except put out pontoons, moor her head and stern, and hope for the best.

Still, he was feeling relaxed and satisfied when he sat down at the card table in the cozy room below the captain’s cabin. His decision to take the ship into the volcano had been fully justified, and the difficult and strenuous task accomplished in record time. Now he was in dry clothes, with food in his belly, and his crew properly cared for.

Physical exhaustion had dissolved his anxiety over social niceties, and he was filled with a sense of goodwill towards Percy, who’d behaved well during their ordeal. “A glass of whiskey with you, sir,” said Gus as Percy sat down. He’d emerged from his cabin in a smart, sky blue waistcoat and crisp shirtsleeves, but somehow, these trappings of fashion did not make Gus feel as separate as they had before. Percy still had strands of black airship grease in his blond ponytail and stubborn traces in the creases of his hands and fingernails.

“With gratitude,” said Percy and took the tiny glass. “Here’s to not crashing Silas’s airship.”

Gus boomed a laugh and drank off his shot. The warmth spread through his chest and stomach.

“And,” continued Percy, “to your navigational skills in tight places, which are extraordinary.” And drank his own.

“I wouldn’t have had power to navigate if you hadn’t kept the gearbox whirring along,” said Gus. He hesitated, still feeling magnanimous and pleasantly stirred by the alcohol, “And I might not have had the nerve.”

Percy smiled. He poured them each one more shot and said, “Silas needs to leave you in charge more often. I mean, officially. Not just by neglecting the ship while he putters around in the Honeytail.”

Gus wasn’t sure what to say to this. He could feel a sharp edge of sadness somewhere beyond the haze of their triumphant evening.

Percy seemed to sense what he wasn’t saying. “Creevy, this argument you had with Silas...I really would like to know whether it was about me.”

Was it truly? Gus started to speak, stopped. Everything he wanted to say about and to Silas washed around in his head and got stuck somewhere in his throat.

Percy’s muttered words broke into his thoughts, “I’ll leave.” He seemed to be speaking half to himself, and it took Gus a moment to appreciate what he was saying.

“No...”

Percy nodded, cradling his empty glass. “Not forever. But I need to send some money to my wife. I was going to ask Layjen to do it, because they have a history, and she likes him better. But perhaps I should go myself. It would get me out of Silas’s way for a while—”

“You’re not in his way,” sputtered Gus. “He...he loves you. He’ll miss you. I am the one who needs to leave. I’m not an airship sailor. I didn’t go to the academy on Mance. I knew the Albatross because Silas taught me, but I don’t know enough to be the first mate on this ship.”

Percy blinked at him. “That’s what he said to you?”

Gus rubbed at his eyes with one callused hand. “No...” He sighed heavily. “I told him that you are spending too much money on cosmetic upgrades. I recently learned that Adolphi Maijha is trying to buy up our debt in town and spreading rumors that the Cormorant is insolvent. We are insolvent if we have to pay for those upgrades out of the cashbox. Even if you are paying for them, I’m not sure banknotes have time to go back and forth between Wefrivain and Whileaway before Adolphi manages to bring us to court here. I...I said all this poorly. Silas was trying to defend you, and I hurt his pride.” Gus hesitated. Fish or cut bait. “He doesn’t like insinuations that he’s sleeping with his engineer.”

Percy stared at Gus, hand frozen on his glass. At last, he said, “Well, you are a real friend, aren’t you?”

Gus burst out laughing.

“Only a real friend would have said that to him,” continued Percy. “He must have been furious.”

Gus couldn’t stop laughing. He poured himself another shot of whiskey. He knew he should stop. He had a ship to run, but he was beginning to think he should have taken Percy out to a tavern before all this started.

Percy looked down at his hand. A note of self-doubt crept into his voice. “He is sleeping with his engineer, although he’s still trying to decide whether he’d like to continue doing so.”

Oh.

Suddenly Gus felt sorry for Percy. He was trying to think of a joke that would make it clear that he had no sense of prudery on this point, when Percy continued, “I will leave for a while. You two can clear the air...”

Gus waved his hand, “That’s water under the keel, mate. Silas sacked me. I’d already be gone, except that Glossy and Marlie are trying to decide whether they want to come with me.”

Percy’s mouth fell open. His eyes skittered back and forth for a moment. “I will leave as soon as we get back into port.” He got up and stood there with his hand on the table, looking miserable.

Gus snorted. “Why? He was defending you. He...” The words felt bitter in his mouth, but Gus said them anyway. “If he has to choose, he’ll choose you. But it’s not really about that, so—”

“He’ll choose me in the short term,” interrupted Percy, “but in the long term, nobody forgives you for driving away their best friend. It...it poisons everything. I’ve been in enough failed relationships to know that, and Silas...” Percy rubbed hard at his eyes. “If what he wants is just to work together...and play cards and build sailboats...I’ll do that. I just wish he would decide.”

Gus frowned. Is it really possible that you still think you can lose him? “He was trying to write you a letter on the day we met. Well, the day I really met him. The day it rained squid.”

Percy gave an unexpected laugh. “How’s that?”

“Sit down,” said Gus.

Percy sat back down.

“In the fall, after our first shipping season together, Silas tried to sail the Albatross from Mance to Maijha by himself. I was just a foremast hand—came aboard because I needed to get out of town in a hurry, and got hired because he was desperate. We didn’t exactly get along. I knew he was brilliant, but I...well, I thought he was a hypocritical tyrant with a stick up his arse, and I suppose he thought I was an irresponsible bounder with too many girlfriends.” Gus scratched his head. “I guess maybe we were both right.”

Percy was listening closely. He smiled, but didn’t interrupt.

“I came back to the ship to get my things,” continued Gus, “and he took off with me by mistake. I don’t think he would have made it to Maijha if I hadn’t stayed, although...maybe he would have. If anybody could have done it, Silas could...with a bit of luck. Only he didn’t get any luck, because we sailed straight into a storm.”

“Nonsense,” scoffed Percy. “He was tremendously lucky. He got you! By no design of his own, apparently.”

Gus shifted in his chair. “I knew he was a leon. I’ve worked with a few leons on smuggling ships, and I figured it out not long after coming aboard. I told him how he could avoid blackmailers in the future, and then I guess we were friends. At least, he trusted me.”

“I’m sure it was a relief to have one person who knew his secret,” said Percy thoughtfully. “I...I assumed he told you.”

The rest hovered in the air between them. You thought he trusted me more than you. “Nah,” said Gus, “I just figured it out. He nearly had a paroxysm when I told him, and I’m sure he would have thought I was trying to blackmail him if I’d said it earlier in the season. But we’d just come through one hell of a storm together, and I’d hauled him in when he got knocked over the side by the boom. So he knew I bore him no ill will.”

Percy nodded. His gaze had shifted into the middle distance—a far-away look with a trace of old hurts and regrets.

“He missed his old set,” said Gus quietly. “He’d been wonderfully successful at such a young age, but he was all alone. He was sad. You have to spend some time around Silas to know when he’s sad, but we spent a lot of time upgrading the ship that winter... It took me years to understand that he’d lost something right before we met. He’d gained his ship, but he’d lost all his friends. Most especially, he’d lost you. I’m sure he behaved as if it didn’t affect him when he went out to the clubs, but I can tell you it did. And I...” This was hard to say. Gus plunged on. “I’m only just now starting to see the person he was before we met. A happier person.”

Percy took a deep breath. His eyes refocused again. “Well, he was fortunate to have had one friend, at least. According to him, you’ve saved his life any number of times.”

Gus smiled.

“Although I don’t remember a rain of squid,” continued Percy. “I think I may need to hear this story properly.”

Gus’s laugh echoed around the cabin. “We were in a waterspout...”

“The story, Creevy! From the beginning, please. As Zael would say, I am breathless with anticipation.”

*  *  *  *
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The play was drawing inexorably towards its midpoint. Gerard scanned the crowd every chance he got. Each time a new person or group wandered down the rows of the amphitheater, he felt a surge of relief, instantly dashed when he got a good look at them.

In one particularly cruel blow, he caught sight of a very tall person and a very short one coming down the left-hand side of the stage. He was on the verge of trying to creep over to speak to them, when a strobe of lightning lit the sky, and he saw that the pair were a faun in a tall headdress and a fossa-ha lady.

Disappointment crashed through him, followed by anxiety about the lightning. There could be no doubt now that some kind of storm was brewing. Thunder rumbled far out across the sea and flashes of brilliance lit the heavy clouds over the Rookery.

Surely Andromache would have come to tell us if Silveo and Leopaard didn’t make their rendezvous. But if they did, why aren’t they here by now?

A booming cry rent the air. At first, Gerard thought it was thunder, but then he caught sight of a monstrous silhouette against the lightning-troubled sky. Another passed so close to the cliff’s edge that he was able to see its crest. A toothed crane.

Gerard felt a chill. They’re supposed to be sleeping.

More and more of the animals circled the spire of the Rookery, calling and chittering to each other. Glancing towards the front row, Gerard caught sight of Stravos, frowning.
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Chapter 30. Higher in the Dark
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Silveo was relieved that Leopaard knew the way back to the main tunnel from the crocodile caves, because he wasn’t sure he could have reconstructed the journey by scent. Odors did not cling to the volcanic rock as well as he would have liked. In addition, a disturbing number of people seemed to be abroad in the tunnels, further confusing his old trail. “I thought more of them would be at the party,” said Silveo as they peered up and down the broader passage.

“The cult gives tours during these festivals,” rasped Leopaard. “They recruit—” He buried his head in his arms to cover a barrage of coughing.

“Don’t speak,” muttered Silveo. The sound of Leopaard’s hacking carried easily in the rocky tunnels. It wasn’t the only sound, at least. As they rose higher, the tunnels began to echo with talking, laughing, and even singing. It was difficult to judge how far away these people might be. Silveo considered shuttering the lantern, but he felt they were likely to become hopelessly confused without light.

They passed a branching tunnel that Silveo was reasonably certain led to the surface. “But the main tunnel goes there faster, doesn’t it?” he asked Leopaard.

A nod.

“I think we have to risk it. We’re behind schedule, and if the play ends before we arrive, I don’t know what they’ll do. They might leave without us. They might have to.”

Twice, small parties came down the main tunnel, but each time, Silveo heard them well in advance. He and Leopaard were able to dip into side passages and shutter the lantern.

They were making swift progress, at least. The broad passage had been winding around the spire, but now it switchbacked steeply upwards. A cool breeze began to blow in their faces, bringing scents of fresh, damp air, food, and alcohol. Silveo was surprised and alarmed to hear the rattle of thunder.

Then the fugitives rounded a corner and walked straight into a group of tourists. Silveo could have kicked himself. He had heard them, but he’d thought they were farther away. Too many sounds were carrying from the top now, too much thunder. He was certain that the fauns were not cult members, because they were wearing ordinary coats, waistcoats, and neckcloths. They were giggling and whispering to each other.

There was no way to turn around without appearing to flee, so Silveo and Leopaard kept walking. In an instant, they were among the group of fauns, who continued their gossipy chatter. Several raised their hands in greeting or nodded respectfully to Leopaard in his crane cloak, but apart from this, they took no special notice.

Near the back of the party, two actual cult members were walking. Silveo steeled himself, fingers toying with a knife beneath one sleeve. But the group did not stop. He looked back once and caught one of the hooded figures doing the same—a long, hard stare.

I don’t like this. “We need to get out of the main tunnel,” he hissed as soon as they’d rounded a corner.

“I don’t know this section—” began Leopaard.

Silveo shook his head. “Doesn’t matter.” He couldn’t explain the prickling down his spine. He remembered what Stravos had said about the benefits of eating wyverns. He remembered what Zael had said earlier that day. “Their messenger kept pausing...as though he was listening to voices in his head.”

The next side passage they came to had one of those signs that read, “Unstable. Do not enter.”

Silveo and Leopaard plunged inside. They shuttered the lantern and waited. Long moments passed in the inky blackness. They were so close to the surface now that Silveo could hear the drum of rain, along with the regular boom of thunder. He was acutely aware of the play unspooling somewhere above their heads, freedom so tantalizingly close.

Footsteps in the passage. A light. Still no sounds of alarm.

A party of cult members swept past the mouth of the tunnel where Leopaard and Silveo crouched. They were carrying swords, heads swiveling back and forth. The group had gone past the unused tunnel, upwards in the direction of the surface, when Leopaard gave a horrible convulsion. He crouched down to bury his face in his hands and knees. Silveo watched in horror, unable to do anything, as his companion slowly lost the battle with his tortured lungs. He coughed.

The wet barking sound filled the passage.

A scurry of feet, a few low words, and the light came rapidly back towards their hiding place. Silveo and Leopaard turned together and fled deeper into the crumbling tunnel, lit only by the shifting glow of their enemy’s lantern. Steps loomed out of the shadows ahead, spiraling downwards. Silveo took them at a run, Leopaard panting and wheezing at his heels.

They reached the bottom and continued at a sprint, weaving in and out of fallen masonry, through deeper and deeper shadow. They splashed into water, tripping over fallen wooden beams. The light still danced behind and above them. Leopaard grabbed Silveo’s hand as he dodged left into a narrow side passage. Silveo realized that they’d left their own lantern behind.

He hung onto Leopaard’s hand to avoid becoming separated as they took a rapid, random series of turns through branching passages, splashing through puddles. They’d been moving through complete darkness for some time when they finally stopped. Leopaard was controlling his coughing somehow, though his breathing sounded thick. They waited in the blackness, but the light did not reappear. Silveo strained his ears, but no sound of footfalls reached him. At last, Leopaard whispered, “I am so sorry, Silveo...”

Silveo gave his boney arm a pat. “We’re very close to the surface. These puddles are rainwater, probably leaking through a poorly chinked outer wall. We’re at the top...”

And yet, as he took turn after turn in the blackness, Silveo began to suspect that losing their lantern had been a fatal mistake. Between the water and the volcanic rock, he could not seem to retrace their scent trail. He felt certain that they were only a level or two below an upper terrace, perhaps mere paces from their friends. And yet they were hopelessly lost.

*  *  *  *
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Gus told Percy the story of the Albatross’s first inter-island voyage, complete with Silas getting knocked over the side by the boom, a waterspout that nearly sank them, and a rain of glowing squid.

Somewhere in this process, they decided to stop drinking Silas’s best whiskey and opened a bottle of his best wine. Percy then told Gus the story of how he’d met Silas whilst playing cards on the wrong side of town on a dare. “He basically won me in a card game...like he does everything.”

They moved on to various nautical and gambling adventures, during which they simultaneously exclaimed over their friend’s skill, cleverness, and generosity, and roundly cursed his secrecy, pride, and demanding nature.

“No one else understands this,” said Gus, “but he will not be rushed, not ever, even when a bloody great landslide is about to land on our heads.”

“He can be quite oblivious to the respect implied by grooming,” said Percy. “To arrive in your shirtsleeves before a judge is not done, even if you have beaten him in cards the night before. Especially in that case.”

They finished the bottle. “I’d open another...” said Gus wistfully. He truly meant it.

Percy shook his head. “No, we can’t be in a fog if there’s some emergency in the middle of the night. Creevy—”

“Gus.”

“Gus. I am sorry that I did not listen to your warning regarding the ship’s expenses. I remember you trying to tell me something about it. Gods know, I am not the person anyone would put in charge of the ship’s cashbox or books, so...”

Gus waved his hand. “I didn’t say the part about Adolphi Maijha. You probably would have listened if I’d said that.”

Percy cocked his head. “Maybe. I’ve been rather intensely focused on this problem with the ship’s math.”

Gus smiled. Percy’s inability to hear anything unrelated to an airship problem suddenly sounded familiar. “You’re a lot like him, you know.”

“Who?”

“Silas.”

Percy laughed as though he knew exactly what Gus was talking about and didn’t agree. “Yes...just a little less clever, not so driven, a great deal worse with money—”

“A lot kinder and friendlier,” said Gus before he really thought about it.

Percy stared wistfully into his empty glass. “I think if that were true, you would have spoken to me about this sooner and more candidly.”

Gus rested his chin in his hands. “Nah. I mean, you’re posh, so it’s hard, but I didn’t want to talk about Adolphi Maijha because I was embarrassed about the way he came aboard. He shouldn’t have seen all he saw, and I feel it was my mistake.”

Percy raised one eyebrow. “Weren’t you fixing a leak in the number five gas hose when that happened?”

Gus nodded.

“I heard the story from Cobalt,” said Percy. “You were damned clever about it. If Silas hasn’t told you so, allow me. Come to that, please tell me he’s explained to you himself how this gearbox works.”

“Er...”

Percy rolled his eyes. “Gods below. There is no way you could pick this up just by looking at it, Gus. Not a chance. Silas takes for granted that you will simply figure things out, because usually you do, and that is because you are quite bright. Silas would never have spent twenty years with a first mate who wasn’t more than savvy enough to sail an airship. You’ve been performing feats at the ragged edge of airship capabilities for your entire career; you know that, right?”

“Well...” Gus squirmed under the unfamiliar praise. He felt compelled to put in a word in Silas’s defense. “He does actually explain things, usually, but ever since Ama was born, he’s been a bit distracted...”

“Agreed,” said Percy, “but he still should have explained this. The Cormorant is an antique and a prototype. Her gearbox isn’t like that of any other ship afloat, although it most closely resembles a number eight.”

Gus considered this. “The Albatross had a number three.”

“Yes, because she started as an inner-island cutter. Her gearbox was different from most of the bigger airships. The gearbox aboard the Ray was a number eight, which is why Silas thought I could fly the Cormorant during the cutting out. Although gods know why he thought I’d remember it well enough, after seven years, for him to go climbing between the gears.”

Gus smiled. “You did, though.”

Percy shuddered.

“You’re a lot like him,” repeated Gus.

After a moment, Percy said, “Thank you. I will break down the schematics of the gearbox for you tomorrow. I understand it better now than when I came aboard, owing to the number of times I’ve had to repair it. There’s a reason we don’t make them like this anymore.”

“I don’t think it will matter,” said Gus quietly. He took a deep breath. “Maybe it’s just as well Silas and I parted ways.”

The ship had been rocking steadily throughout their conversation, and now she gave a hard yaw. Both Gus and Percy snatched up their empty glasses. Gus made a grab for the bottle, but it hit the floor with a clunk and rolled into a corner.

He got up to put it away. “Speaking of schematics...Silas was looking at some blueprints when I came into his office. I don’t suppose they’d shed any light on the strange way the ballonets are behaving? I’m worried about bumping into the cliff overnight.”

Percy’s ears pricked up. “He told me there was another set in his private safe. We were going to look at them together. He didn’t seem to think they showed much in the way of hidden light gas bladders, but he did say they were odd. I suppose he might have left them out. Shall we go and see?”

Gus latched his chair to the table. “I really don’t think I should...”

“Nonsense; you’re the acting captain.”

Gus laughed uneasily.

“You’re the acting captain, and I sleep in his bed,” said Percy cheerfully. “Between the two of us, I’m sure we have the right to go through his desk.”

“I’m not at all sure he’d see it that way,” said Gus, “but he’s already sacked me, and I’m worried about the ship, so lead the way.”
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Chapter 31. The Blueprints
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Anaroo was worried. They were nearing the end of the play, with no sign of Silveo or Leopaard, and the weather was getting worse. She was not surprised when Zael called a brief intermission. It was not in the schedule, nor was this a particularly good stopping point in the story. Most of the fauns remained in their seats, restless and murmuring to each other. A couple of cult members joined Stravos. They didn’t exactly put their heads together, but Anaroo thought they were talking.

Zael drew his troupe behind the sailboat and said, “I need to know what we intend to do if your friends don’t appear before the end of the play.”

Gerard and Gwain spoke at once, “We stay.”

“We can’t abandon them here,” said Gerard.

“There’s no reason to leave,” said Gwain. “The fauns expect us to stay, and doing so shouldn’t make them suspicious. Perhaps we can sail away later tonight.”

Silas spoke. “I’m afraid not. I’m sorry to say that the weather is becoming quite dangerous. Those clouds look like waterspouts and squalls. I am concerned about the Cormorant.”

Anaroo was relieved to see Silas coming out of his daze. He’d been so fixated on his fight with Gus that she’d been afraid that he wasn’t fully aware of the deteriorating weather. She tried not to think about Percy and Ama, abandoned on a wildly tossing ship. She tried very hard not to think about the chaotic evening of her own escape from the Albatross’s cells, when the ship had nearly broached to. Airships were never meant for storms.

“We can’t leave Silveo and Leopaard here,” said Gerard stubbornly. He caught his breath, looking between Silas and Anaroo. “If the rest of you go, I’ll stay.”

“I’m not leaving, either,” said Gwain.

Zael was becoming visibly uneasy. He was new to this group, and Anaroo was sure that he was worried about how to handle an argument. “Are we truly proposing to split up? Silas, can you fly the Honeytail through rough weather with only Anaroo’s assistance? Because I do not believe I’ll be of much help.”

Silas shut his eyes, opened them again.

“I’m sorry,” began Gerard, “but I can’t leave with—”

Gwain cleared his throat suddenly, and they all turned to see Stravos coming around the side of the sailboat. He had a too-bright smile on his face that made Anaroo immediately wary. “Is there a problem, friends? You’ve left us in a delicate place. We’re all anxious to see the dramatic finale!”

“We are just trying to decide whether our sailboat is safe here,” said Gwain. “The wind seems to be picking up.”

“It does indeed,” drawled Stravos, “and something has disturbed our divine beasts. It’s a bad omen when toothed cranes fly at night. I don’t think you’ll be leaving anytime soon.”

Anaroo looked hard at his face. His tone was light, but the words sounded like a threat.

“Well, obviously,” said Zael, “but this sailboat is an expensive prop. We don’t want it damaged.”

“I’m sure we’ll find somewhere to stow it when you’re finished,” said Stravos. “Proceed.”

That sounded like an order, and they didn’t have a good excuse to argue. As they all moved back towards the stage, Silas leaned over and murmured frantically to Anaroo, “I have to get back to the Cormorant. I didn’t leave things in a good place, and the ship is terribly vulnerable in a storm.” Now she heard how distraught he truly was.

Anaroo put a hand on his shoulder.

He continued in a barely-audible babble against her ear, “They could be blown off their mooring. They could be blown out to sea! I don’t know whether Gus stayed aboard.” His voice cracked with the effort to keep quiet. He drew a breath that shook, “I don’t know whether the ship will survive if he didn’t, and if he did...I’m afraid he and Percy may kill each other.”

*  *  *  *
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Gus realized as he stood up that he’d had a little more cheer than was quite proper for an acting captain. He staggered with a roll of the ship. Percy did likewise, and they ended up crossing the card room arm-in-arm. Gus was inspired to whistle a bit of an old sea chanty as Percy was unlocking the backdoor to the captain’s suite.

To Gus’s his amusement, Percy started humming along. He had a good sense of pitch. “Are we drunk enough to sing?”

“Still about a bottle shy,” laughed Gus, “happily for you and the whole ship.”

“Too bad,” quipped Percy. “I require almost no encouragement to sing, and have embarrassed your skipper by doing so on more than one occasion.” He unlocked the second door at the top of the stairs and pushed on into the captain’s sitting room. The suite was very dark, with only the faintly glowing outlines of skylights overhead. Percy paused to turn up a lamp. As he did so, Gus thought he heard a muffled thump...almost like the outer door on the far side of the cabin closing. Percy heard it, too, and paused.

“Needles?” Gus called. The captain’s steward was the most likely person to encounter here, although he’d been completely exhausted and ready to sleep last Gus had seen him.

No one responded, and there was no glimmer of light.

“Perhaps it was just the ship rocking,” said Gus. “Maybe a door left unlatched.”

“I hope nothing has fallen,” muttered Percy. “I particularly hope... Well, we’ll just go see.”

They moved through the rooms. Percy knew where all the lamps were and turned up enough light for them to see.

“Maybe you should embarrass Silas more often,” said Gus as they started down the hall to the office.

Percy responded in a playful tone. “By singing? I’ll keep that in mind if I ever get him into a tavern to play cards again.”

Gus smiled. “No, I meant...”

He stopped as he nearly ran into an enormous horned beetle that seemed to leap out of the shadows beside the office door. “Gods’ blood and scales!” After a heartbeat’s pause, he realized it was dead—mounted, in fact, like a hunting trophy, on a plaque.

Percy turned to see why Gus hadn’t followed him through the door. “Hideous, isn’t it?”

“Why in seven hells is it hanging at eye level?”

Percy shrugged. “Silas hasn’t changed much in twenty years, but this... I swear to you, he never collected monstrosities before.”

“I have no idea why he enjoys it so much,” said Gus. “He wasn’t collecting them when I met him, although he started on the butterflies a few years later. I always figured it was from not having enough sex.”

Percy’s laugh rolled down the hall. “Well, give me a red month.”

Gus cackled. “Percy...you should stay. You make him happy. Anaroo, too. She seems pleased with the way you look after Ama.”

Percy smiled. “Well, that makes three of us. But I left rather a mess in the wake of my former life, and I do have to do something about that.” In a completely different voice, he added, “Thank the gods, this wasn’t what fell!”

Gus peered over his shoulder and saw a glass tank of modest size with a wire lid. An enormous blue-green roach nestled among the leaves at the bottom, its long antennae questing towards them in the soft light.

Gus made an involuntary squawk and stepped back.

“What, you haven’t met Balthazar?” asked Percy acidly. “I’m supposed to be feeding it.” He shuffled some crackers out of a drawer beneath the tank and dropped one inside. “Ama seems to have inherited at least one of her father’s flaws,” he continued. “She loves this thing.”

“You’re joking,” said Gus weakly.

“Not at all. When she gets fussy, I put Balthazar in a jar and let her roll him around on the floor. Works wonders.”

Gus burst out laughing. “Does Silas know?”

“I don’t believe I have technically withheld this information. Besides, the creature surely needs exercise.”

Gus laughed harder.

“I am told the jungles are full of them, so if she kills it, I will simply buy another. I can’t imagine that even Silas can tell them apart. It’s a roach.”

Gus doubled over laughing.

“Who knows?” Percy waved his arms expansively. “Your child might enjoy chasing a roach in a jar just as well. You should try it.”

Gus was momentarily confused. “My child?”

“Well, yours and Padmay’s.”

“Oh.” Gus fidgeted. “As to that...I don’t suppose I will ever be able to acknowledge her without putting her in danger.”

Percy gave him an odd look. “Danger from what?”

“Well, Layjen wasn’t very happy about it.”

“Nonsense! Layjen has been discouraged because he has not been able to achieve the sort of relationship with Padmay and her pack that he wished. The child is proof of that. But it’s really got nothing to do with you. I’ve been telling him to come to our card games in the evenings, but he feels he has made things too awkward. He will certainly not stand in your way if you wish to acknowledge the child.”

Gus blinked. “Thank you for telling me...”

Percy continued blandly. “Although if you have difficulty with upper class sorts, good luck, because I’ve got nothing on Layjen. He was raised in the palace and was personal assistant—and, frankly, long-time sweetheart—to my wife before our families forced us into matrimony.”

Gus scratched his head. “I knew he was a palace slave...”

“Slave in name only,” said Percy. “He was a royal secretary, bookkeeper and companion. My family on the other hand are jumped-up pirates who bested our rivals in the silk trade, mostly with cutlasses. Nothing posh about us, except the money. There’s always been an immense divide between the merchant class and the royals in Wefrivain. Layjen and I come from different worlds.”

Gus gave an uneasy laugh. “I guess I don’t know much about posh sorts. You all seem the same to me.”

Percy cocked an eyebrow and Gus amended himself, “Right now, you seem like a sailor, and I know sailors, and you’re very good with airships, and I don’t mean any disrespect.”

“Well, right now, your respect for me is immaterial, because you are the skipper, Skipper.” Percy opened the main drawer of Silas’s desk. He made a little sound of satisfaction and reached inside. “These look like the blueprints. He said he found them in a hidden safe.”

Percy turned up the lamp, and they spread the sheets out on the wide desk. The usual clutter of pens, maps, and instruments had all been tidied away by Needles before the storm, so there was plenty of room. After a moment, Percy found a couple of magnifying glasses in a drawer, and they scanned the pages in silence.

“What in the hells?” muttered Percy.

“Are you sure these are of the Cormorant?” asked Gus. “What’s this spiral bit?”

“It’s underneath the ballonet access room,” said Percy slowly, turning the sheet this way and that. “The one we call the Star Room. That’s the first place I looked when I started trying to understand the lift ratios. I’ve been all over it, even deep inside the bladder housing.”

Gus squinted at the tiny notes on the blueprint. “‘Not recommended for livestock’?”

“‘Six times widdershins’?” read Percy. “‘Silver or iron’?”

“It’s like...a spell,” said Gus after a moment, “something out of a storybook.”

Percy straightened up and shook his head. “This is probably some innovation that was proposed, but never added to the ship.”

Gus wanted to agree with him. But... “You’d expect these blueprints to be more than a hundred years old in that case, and they’re not. The ink hasn’t faded...”

Percy frowned for a moment, shook his head. “Well, as your engineer, I suggest we have a look at the Star Room again. Although I also feel compelled to ask how my young charge is doing with Glossy. You were in your cabin changing clothes. Is Ama asleep?”

“No,” admitted Gus. “She was giving Gloss a bit of trouble last I saw.”

“Might as well bring her some entertainment, then,” said Percy and pulled a jar from a cabinet beneath the aquarium.
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Chapter 32. Eyes
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Gerard’s head was spinning as he stepped back onto the lantern-lit stage. If Silas leaves without us, the fauns will know we’ve lied to them. If they don’t already. Stravos’s demeanor had changed. He definitely knew something was amiss.

They’re going to drag us off to the same cells where they kept Leopaard. He and Silveo are probably already there. They’ll question us until someone tells them where Thess is.

Suddenly the guest cabin aboard the Defiance seemed like the most vulnerable place in the world. Why didn’t I leave her with Andromache? I could have just left her in that box under the crocodile until we were done dealing with these lunatics. She was safe there.

Something fell out of the sky into the middle of the stage—long and dark, with iridescence that glittered in the lanternlight. Gerard was standing on the Honeytail’s main deck along with Silas, and he stared down, frozen, as the wyvern picked itself up. A figure in a sodden gray rain cloak crawled out from under it. The hood blew back in the wind, lifting her long, pale hair.

Gerard gave a wordless cry, and she turned towards the sound of his voice. She scrambled, half-stumbling on wobbly legs, up the steps to the deck of the Honeytail.

“Gerard, you have to leave right now.”

“Thess...” he croaked. “What are you doing here? What are you doing...awake?”

He was conscious of the audience, suddenly riveted. The action of the play had been with Gwain and Zael on the stage, but now no one was paying them any attention. Someone screamed as Dakar sprang to the prow of the Honeytail, wrapped her long body around it like a figurehead, and hissed.

“It’s a wyvern!” he heard someone shout.

“Hush, it’s part of the play!”

“Be quiet! I want to hear what they’re saying!”

“The wyvern came with a priestess! Now she’s having an argument with her grishnard lackey. Oh, this is very good!”

Thess ignored them, her hands folding around Gerard’s forearms. “There’s a terrible storm coming. You have to leave.”

“We can’t,” Gerard whispered, too shocked to do anything except tell her the truth. “Silveo and Leopaard haven’t arrived. They’re lost or trapped or captured. Thess...”

She bowed her head, scowling in concentration. She was wearing one of his shirts and a pair of old trousers, cinched up with a belt that looked like it had been wrapped around her twice. The clothes fluttered in the wind and spitting rain, her pale hair was plastered to her head and shoulders. With her hollow face and luminous eyes, she looked otherworldly—an avenging dove, a goddess out of legends.

“I can feel Silveo. He’s not far away. I think I can find him.” To Gerard’s confusion, she began humming softly, rocking back and forth with her arms wrapped around herself. “They’re all connected,” he heard her say. “It’s a web. Dakar would need to touch one of them, but I don’t.”

Gerard looked up to see the audience rippling, some of them standing, beginning to talk loudly. Stravos jumped to his feet and shouted, “It’s a pair of wyverns! Take them!”

At his elbow, Thess said, “Gerard, this might be uncomfortable. I’m sorry.” Then she lifted her head, and sang.

*  *  *  *
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Ama was, indeed, having a difficult time. Gus supposed he could understand why. Her parents had left. The storm had tossed her about. Then she’d been separated from her favorite Uncle Percy and abandoned with Auntie Glossy, whom she did not like nearly so well. The ship had jumped and lurched, and everyone was extremely tense. It was no wonder that Ama was drifting in and out of crying jags.

As Percy had predicted, the appearance of Balthazar seemed to calm her. Infant and whispering cockroach seemed to look upon each other with benevolent regard. Ama even waved her fingers, as though to imitate the antennae.

“That is repulsive,” whispered Glossy, but she made no move to interfere.

In the end, Percy simply gave Ama the jar, which was nearly as long as her body. She clutched it with arms and legs, and drifted almost immediately to sleep in her little hammock.

“Leons usually have litter mates,” whispered Marlie. “Do you think she...?”

“No,” said Glossy firmly, “that surely cannot be what she thinks.”

“Well, she’s asleep,” said Percy, “and no harm done. Thank you for watching her.”

Glossy smiled at him warmly, “It looks like you and Gus had that glass of whiskey.”

“Oh, we didn’t drink that much,” objected Gus.

“I was referring to the easy way in which you are speaking to one another,” said Glossy.

Gus was relieved that she didn’t elaborate. “We’re going to have a look at the Star Room. The ship’s behaving oddly, and we saw something on the blueprints that might offer an explanation.”

“Would it decrease all this rocking?” asked Marlie. “I’m afraid we’ll have serious injuries if the ship keeps lurching unexpectedly. I already patched up one sailor who fell from a catwalk. He refused to remain in the dispensary, said you needed him in the watch schedule. I’m concerned that someone will hit their head.”

Gus grimaced. “It’s more dangerous when the roll is random like this. We’re getting gusts from the canyon because we can’t get quite low enough. I’m hoping to do something about it, though I don’t yet know what.”

At that moment, someone cleared his throat in the doorway, and the adults turned to see Belvedere and Mouse, both in their nightshirts. Theseus was lurking behind them, doing his best imitation of an ocelot kitten that had been caught with its head in the trash.

“What are you three doing up?” began Glossy.

At the same time, Belvedere blurted, “There’s a magic tunnel in the Star Room!”

Theseus flattened his ears and licked his lips in agitation.

Mouse turned to Belvedere with an exasperated expression. “I thought we were just going to warn them away!”

Belvedere was twisting the hem of his nightshirt. He continued speaking to the adults. “We promised Dakar we wouldn’t tell until she did, but now she’s gone, and she didn’t know this would happen, and there’s a stowaway in there, and he might be dead, and it’s really dangerous, and you should wait for Dakar.”

Silence in the cabin.

“We heard you mention the Star Room,” mumbled Mouse at last. “You shouldn’t go in there; that’s all.”

“I think you need to tell us what happened,” said Gus slowly.

Belvedere shot an anguished look at his mother, who promptly came over and put an arm around him. “It’s alright, love.” She reached out and hugged Mouse, too. Then she patted Theseus’s head. “You’re all safe, and that’s what’s important. It sounds like you’ve been keeping a difficult secret. Talk to us?”

*  *  *  *
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Thessalyn’s voice was weak at first—an instrument long unused and out of tune. But it slid into its true range like a sword sliding from its sheath. The fauns in the front row went quiet. Even Stravos stopped shouting. The quiet moved upwards from row to row until the only other sounds on the cliff were the wind and rain, and the rumble of thunder.

Gerard imagined silence spreading through the mountain, into distant tunnels, as every shelt and animal who heard Thessalyn’s voice strained to listen to the liquid syllables of a forgotten language.

He recognized the tune. It was the sky dance she’d sung near Lecklock that night before Moon Festival—the one from the memory she’d reconstructed, when she first put a piece of herself into Gerard and Silveo’s heads in order to shield them from Morchella. High Grishnard, she’d once called it. Ancient Shavier, Gwain had said, and Andromache called it Jungle Song—the ever-evolving language of wild pegasus.

Even as Gerard had this thought, he heard them—pegasus singing. They rose up from their roosts along the cliff—gray and white like gulls, sailing overhead, flashing in and out of torchlight. At first, they flew in ones and twos, but then by the dozen, their voices joining with Thessalyn’s. They magnified her song, harmonized with it, and sent it back again, changed, but still recognizable.

Gerard felt a twitch behind his eyes. He was seeing double...triple...dozens of layered images, hundreds. “Gerard, this may be uncomfortable.” He was seeing through the eyes of the pegasus, then through the eyes of the fauns of the Rookery, and finally through the eyes of the toothed cranes. Eyes, eyes, everywhere. He was in the tunnels and over the tunnels. He was in a dark, dripping passage beside Leopaard Maijha...

Gerard reeled back against the bow of the sailboat, stumbling away from Thessalyn. She stood there with her fists clenched, face tilted up towards the pegasus. She was a flame and all the world were moths. They stood helpless, even Stravos, listening to the blind girl with a voice like a siren...and a thousand eyes.
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Chapter 33. The Missing Gas Bladder
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“Dakar calls it the Crooked Room,” said Mouse.

“It has a scent,” rumbled Theseus. “The scent gets stronger as you go in circles.”

“You can only get to it when the lights are low,” said Belvedere.

Gus ignored this and turned up the lamps. The Star Room was a little disorienting without them, and the children had mentioned a stowaway. He had a hard time imagining that this person was still in the Star Room, since they’d apparently encountered him in here more than two yellow months ago. Still, he’d decided to stop by the Cormorant’s small armory for swords. His imagination had supplied the notion of a shadow slipping away down the hall ahead of them, and the shuffle of feet beneath the creaking and bumping of the ship. Stop that, Gus told himself. You’ve had just enough to drink to make you prone to suggestion. Belvedere said the fellow was half starved. Not dangerous.

Glossy and Marlie had not chosen to accompany them, since someone needed to stay with Ama. Glossy said she felt confident that two armed adults and one jaguar could keep Belvedere and Mouse safe on their own ship. There was an air of winking jocularity among the adults, punctuated by unease. The children had found something. It couldn’t be quite what they thought, but they had definitely found something that required investigation. Might it solve Percy’s lift ratio? The idea had sounded plausible while they all spoke in the cabin.

But as Gus stood in the narrow, circular hall of the Star Room, his skepticism returned. “Let me get this straight. You found a room among the air bladders while playing hide-and-hunt, but you didn’t tell anyone, because Dakar said it was dangerous?”

“It’s not just a room,” said Belvedere. “It’s an office and then...a...a whole warehouse. And there was old stuff—”

“What kind of old stuff?” cut in Percy. He and Gus began a quick circuit of the Star Room, opening all the doors. As expected, they encountered only the bulging gas bladders, the housing for refueling ports, and the manual controls for the ballonets.

“Old airship stuff,” said Belvedere, “gears and tools and books, an abacus, an astrolabe...”

“There was an almanac on the desk dated 1497,” said Mouse quietly.

Gus blinked. After a moment, he said, “When was this ship built, Percy?”

“Not long before that...” Percy’s voice carried a note of uncertainty. He leaned over to Gus and murmured, “Don’t laugh, but I did actually hear something about this at the airship academy. It wasn’t taught, just whispered among the students.”

Gus was baffled. “What wasn’t taught?”

“Oh, that Amadae went a bit mad near the end and tried to build...well, magic...into his ships.”

Gus scratched his head. “Magic doors?” He felt ridiculous and added, “A gateway into hell?”

“Folded space,” said Percy seriously.

“Unicorn magic? Like the ballad of the Unibus Maid?”

“I am only telling you the school rumors. The idea that you might be able to add light gas bladders without taking up space...it was attractive for obvious reasons. The concept was commonly called a ‘dimensional room.’ I emphasize that modern airship designers consider this folly, akin to searching for a way to turn straw into gold. But people who lived a hundred years ago thought it was possible.”

The children were growing impatient. “It’s real!” insisted Belvedere. “We’ll show you, but you have to promise not to go past the office.”

“I promise,” said Gus with as much gravitas as he could muster.

“And you have to turn the lights down,” continued Belvedere in frustration.

“Seriously, kid?”

“Seriously!”

So Gus turned the lights back to their lowest setting. It did make the room feel magical, with metallic stars reflecting from overhead as though lit from within, the velvet black of the walls, floor, and ceiling falling away into nothingness. Gus could almost imagine that they were walking through a night sky. You’re jumping at shadows, he told himself, literally. Sober up. But he was already feeling pretty damned sober.

Percy was counting under his breath as they followed the children round and round the circle of the room, counterclockwise. “Six times widdershins,” thought Gus and shivered.

“Two... Three... Four...”

Theseus was walking a little ahead of them, ears pricked, head low as though following a scent. Surely he’d tear up any desperate soul that’s hiding among the air bladders, thought Gus. He had a mental image of a stowaway, mad with hunger, leaping from one of the doors.

“Five... Six...”

Theseus went right up to a door and stopped. Belvedere maneuvered around him and opened it. Gus was dumbstruck to see a latticed passage leading into the folds of the gas bladder. “Well, fuck me...” he breathed and then, “Belvedere, that is not a swear for children.”

“Yes, sir,” said Belvedere automatically.

Silence descended as they all stared into the passage. “‘Iron or silver’...” said Percy faintly. He fished in his pocket and brought out a handful of what he must regard as spare change.

Gus was exceedingly grateful to be handed a silver coin. “I wish we’d brought a lantern,” he muttered and then laughed at himself. The outer door was just a few paces away around the curve of the central pillar. He could step outside and come back... Couldn’t he?

Gus and Percy shared a look. “Do you hear her creaking?” whispered Percy.

Gus listened. The sound of the ship’s creaking seemed muted. Was it his imagination, or had even her motion diminished? Somehow, he suspected that if he walked round the corner for a lantern, he would not find his party when he came back.

Gus peered down the long, long tunnel. There did seem to be a light at the far end.

“It’s alright,” whispered Belvedere. “At least... We all came back last time.”

“Except you almost went deeper into the boxes,” pointed out Mouse, “and you thought you’d only been in there a few moments, but it was nearly a watch, and you thought you saw a window further in, but Dakar said there wasn’t any.”

“Maybe the silver will help?” said Percy. He glanced at Gus. “Or we could wait until Silas comes back. And possibly Dakar.”

Gus squared his shoulders. He was becoming increasingly certain that the answer to Percy’s lift ratios and the ship’s oddly behaving ballonets lay at the end of that tunnel. We could be dashed against the cliff overnight if we can’t get lower. I just flew an antique airship down a switchback canyon with a storm pushing her. I can walk down that hall and sort out a magical gas bladder.

Aloud, he said, “We will not linger. If we see a way to deal with the ballonet issue, we’ll do it. Anything else that needs doing in there can wait until later.”

“Agreed,” said Percy. “Shall we leave the children here?”

Gus thought again of the phantom footfalls, Belvedere’s story of a stowaway. He wondered, belatedly, whether he should have issued orders for everyone to travel in pairs. With such a thin crew, on this dark night, it would be easy for a trespasser to creep about the ship and cause mischief. He made a mental note to address this as soon as he returned. “I don’t think we should leave the children in a place where they encountered a stranger. Likely, he’s long gone, but...I think we should all stick together.” With that, Gus forced himself to take the lead into the narrow, latticed tunnel, and proceed towards the far-off light.

*  *  *  *
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Silveo was feeling his way up a flight of crumbling steps that he was fairly certain they’d come down only a few moments before. He stopped so suddenly that Leopaard almost tripped over him. “Did you hear that?”

An instant’s silence. “Hear what?”

How can he not hear it? After a moment, Leopaard nudged him, and Silveo realized that he’d been crouching silent and unmoving on the steps.

“Silveo?”

He opened his mouth to speak, but was bombarded by a flood of images that made his head spin. Am I having a fit?

“Silveo?” repeated Leopaard uncertainly.

Silveo forced his lips and tongue to move. They felt stiff and alien in his head. “It’s Thess...” He saw the cliff, the Honeytail, the rescue party, the cloud of singing pegasus. He got a view from higher still, sailing on leathery wings. He saw the spire of the rock, the racing, green-tinged clouds, backlit with lightning. Then down, down, flickering through the crowd, the tunnels, deeper...

Silveo took a breath and realized he’d been holding it. He lay crumpled against the wall. Leopaard was shaking him. His voice seemed to come from far away. “Silveo, are you alright? Please say something.”

Silveo got to his feet, or he thought he did. He was having trouble remembering which body belonged to him. “It’s Thess. She’s...showing me how to get out.”

*  *  *  *
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Gus hadn’t gone even halfway down the tunnel when he realized that all motion from the ship had ceased. He couldn’t catch even the faintest creak or thump. He glanced back at Percy to see whether he’d noticed, but Percy was very sensibly inspecting the folds of the gas bladder all around them. “This isn’t the same make of canvas as the others. This is older.”

By the time they reached the far end of the tunnel, Gus had abandoned all attempts to explain what he was seeing according to any conventional logic. He stood with Percy, the children, and the jaguar, staring around the shadowy “study.” It was delineated by two close walls to the right and left, but faded away amid a march of more shelves and boxes in front of them.

“It goes on and on in that direction,” whispered Belvedere. The study seemed made for whispering.

Percy went over to the desk and inspected the dusty papers in the light of the single, low-burning lamp. Gus tried to find a way to turn it up and failed. He tilted his head to inspect the ceiling and was momentarily disoriented. The room had seemed low when they entered. He’d had an impression of the same sort of metal stars and black paint they’d just left in the Star Room. As he stared upwards, though, he became convinced that these stars were, in fact, very far away. At the height of the gas bladder, at least. Maybe higher...

“Gus?” Percy’s hand on his arm brought him back from what felt like a great distance. He blinked, shivered, and looked back down.

To his alarm, he saw that Percy was in the act of closing the door. “Wait!”

But then Percy stepped out of the way, and Gus saw why. The ballonet housing was behind the door.

“We didn’t see it before,” said Mouse, crouching to look. “We didn’t close the door.”

“Very sensible of you,” said Percy. “I don’t think we should close it now, either. Just enough to make some adjustments here.”

“No refueling port,” said Gus with wonder as he examined the housing.

“I don’t suppose she needs one here,” said Percy dryly. “Folded space is outside time. At least, that’s the goal.”

“What a smuggling compartment!” exclaimed Gus. “Nothing would spoil. Would anything die?”

“Well, the blueprints did say ‘not recommended for livestock.’ And there’s got to be a reason shipwrights didn’t keep using this idea. There’s got to be a reason they didn’t start using it everywhere!”

“I’m sure it’s very expensive,” hazarded Gus. He wondered if every royal yacht had limitless space.

“I suspect there is more to it than that,” said Percy.

The mechanism to fill the ballonets involved a hand-crank and was different from those Gus had seen before. The pressure gauge was ancient, but it all seemed to work. “Well, that should sort out our buoyancy problem,” he said with satisfaction. “And you were, right, eh, Perce? She does have an extra gas bladder! You can tell Silas, ‘I told you so.’”

Percy laughed uneasily. He went back to the desk and glanced through some of the papers. “He will be fascinated by this stuff. He’ll spend a week here. Longer, maybe. Look at this journal. I think it’s in cipher.”

An unpleasant idea seemed to occur to them both at once and they grew silent. “Maybe we shouldn’t tell Silas...” began Percy.

“Nah, you tell him,” said Gus. “Just...maybe tie a rope around him first.”

Percy started to say something, and then Theseus growled. Gus looked around to see him staring into the crates and shelves that marched away into the dimness on the open end of the room. Belvedere stroked the jaguar’s bristling ruff. “Is it the stowaway, Theseus?” he asked softly.

After a moment, Theseus said, “Something is watching us. I cannot tell what.”

Gus bristled against his trousers. “Well, I think we’ve done what’s needed. Let’s get back before the ladies start to worry.”

The tunnel seemed somehow longer going than it had coming. Gus could see no light at the end, even though he was certain they’d left the lamps shining low. He was immeasurably relieved when he felt a gentle roll in the deck beneath his feet. A moment later, the creak of boards and rigging reached him. The opening at the end of the passage glowed abruptly, as though he’d turned a corner, although he knew he hadn’t. Dakar called it crooked...

The children and Theseus began talking all at once, the spell of the dimensional room lifting. “Can we tell mother?”

“I want to tell Marlie; I think she’ll be interested.”

“I hope Dakar isn’t upset.”

“I believe I am learning to smell magic...”

“How much time do you think has passed? Is it morning?”

To Gus’s relief, not much time seemed to have elapsed at all. In addition, the ship was certainly riding lower, now fully in the lee of the volcano’s protective cone. She was no longer making the wild jerks and yaws that had threatened to fling sailors off catwalks and down flights of stairs.

Percy accompanied Gus and the children back to their rooms, where they delivered a brief summary of events to Glossy and Marlie.

“Seven hells,” whispered Marlie once Belvedere, Mouse, and Theseus had been dispatched to their room. “This ship is full of surprises. What’s next? A hydra nesting in the galley? A haunted lifeboat?”

“What about the...um...stowaway?” asked Glossy.

“I’ve ordered the crew to move about the ship in pairs for safety,” said Gus. “I don’t want to start them jumping at shadows, so I haven’t mentioned the stowaway. A dark night and a storm are reason enough to travel in company.”

“Surely if something was going to come out of the Star Room and harm us, it would have done so before now,” said Percy.

“Unless it needed to follow someone out,” said Marlie.

Gus shuddered. “Marlie, you say the most god-awful things.”

“I’m only saying what I would do if I were a malevolent spirit trapped in a magic room.”

“There were no malevolent spirits!”

“How do you know? Isn’t Amadae supposed to have died on this ship?”

Silence.

Gus drew a deep breath. “Right. Well, I don’t see how any of our problems will be improved by a lack of sleep. The ship is riding smoothly. I suggest we all get some shut-eye. The moment the storm dies down, we’ll return to the harbor, and then hopefully have a consultation with Dakar about this dimensional room. The rescue party should be back with Leopaard, and he might know something about it, too. The ship was in his museum, after all.”

A moment’s hesitation. Then Glossy took a deep breath and said, “Ama is still fast asleep, Percy. Do you want to take her or let her be?”

Percy considered. “I’ll come get her in the morning. I’ll stop by the galley on my way to bed and ask the cook staff to send you some milk on the dumbwaiter in case she gets hungry before then. She’s begun taking a little mashed fruit, too, and she tries to gum Balthazar’s crackers when I’m not looking.”

That brought laughs all around.

Gus saw Percy to the door and hesitated on the threshold. Something he’d been trying not to think about rose to the surface of his mind and he said, “Percy, how bad do you think this storm would be in the Honeytail?”

Percy fidgeted with his empty sleeve for a moment. Gus was sure he’d been trying not to think about this as well. “Silas wouldn’t risk it. He isn’t foolhardy.”

“But if he had to,” whispered Gus.

Percy drew a deep breath. “If anyone could do it...”

Gus nodded. “Right. Of course. Well, I’m sure he’s tied her down somewhere near shore by now. They’ve probably walked to a village and gotten an inn room for the night. Or he aborted the whole thing before the wind got up. Thank you for your help, Percy. Get some sleep.”
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Chapter 34. Bridge of Feathers
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Gerard didn’t think Thess could keep this up for long. He didn’t see how anyone could bear it, and she looked as fragile as a glass flower. He expected Stravos and his people to charge at the sailboat at any moment, and yet they all seemed to hang for an impossible span of time, arrested by the wall of music.

The first clue that Thessalyn’s control might be fraying came when a toothed crane dove at the Honeytail. It happened so fast that Gerard barely caught the movement out of the dark sky, and then the monster tore past them, cracking against the mainmast and sending the Honeytail skidding off the back of the stage like a toy.

Gerard threw his arms around Thessalyn, cushioning her fall to the deck. The Honeytail had been ripped from her moorings, and she bobbed like a cork in a stream. She steadied quickly, though, and Gerard lurched up to see Silas busy at the controls. “Holovar!” he bellowed, “Mainsail!”

Gerard moved quickly. The boat straightened out, but she was still slithering towards the edge of the cliff, dragging her mooring lines. Anaroo, Gwain, and Zael charged around the stage, caught up with the lines, and brought the Honeytail to a halt. They began heaving to bring her back to the anchor points before she was caught by the perilously strong winds beyond the edge of the cliff. Here, in the lee of the Rookery, re-tethering might be just possible. Gerard had to restrain himself from jumping down to help them. Silas needed him to keep the ship from spinning.

An angry buzzing sound reached his ears over the noise of the still-singing pegasus, and more people charged around the stage. Oh, no. Stravos and his fauns had overcome the paralyzing effects of Thessalyn’s song, and they were not pleased. The group rushed over the rocky slope towards the Honeytail and the erstwhile rescue party.

Anaroo, Gwain, and Zael gave up on their attempts to drag the boat back to land and ran for their lives. Next second, they were swarming up the sides of the sailboat, and Silas was barking. “Full sail! Now!”

Are we really going to flee into this storm?

The question became moot when the fauns of the Rookery caught up with the trailing lines on the extreme edge of the cliff and clapped on. The Honeytail jerked to a stop. She hung just beyond the edge of the cliff, straining at the end of her tether, while a pale and murderous Stravos glared from the rim of the cliff, and his people hauled madly to bring her back in.

Gerard looked towards Thess, who was trying to get to her feet with two hands on the rail facing the cliff. He looked around for Dakar. Could she take Thess away again? But Dakar was nowhere to be seen, apparently knocked loose when the toothed crane struck the boat.

The Honeytail began to move jerkily back towards the cliff, hauled hand-over-hand by the angry fauns. “Cut loose!” thundered Silas. “Anaroo! Gwain! Cut the cable!”

This was easier said than done, since the mooring lines were thick rope, intended to withstand shearing forces. The rescue party hadn’t brought an ax. They did have a few real weapons, brought along as “stage props” in case they needed to fight their way out. Gwain fished a sword from under a bench and tried to free them. The angle was awkward, and he kept losing his balance as the wind and their enemies pushed them this way and that. Anaroo brought out her bow, but the deck was heaving so wildly that it was difficult to keep one’s footing, much less shoot at a mooring line. She considered trying to hit one of the fauns holding the lines, but there were more of them than she had arrows, and she didn’t want them to start shooting back.

“Wait!” It was Thessalyn, her voice reed-thin, and yet somehow it cut through the wind, the shouting, and the still-singing pegasus. “They’re coming.”

Gerard looked back at the cliff and saw, with horror, a tall figure in a crane cloak, flanked by a shorter one in a mask, pushing their way to the front of the crowd. “Go back!” he called desperately to Silveo. “This was all a mistake! Hide! Get out of sight!”

There was no answer, and Gerard couldn’t tell whether Silveo had heard. His internal world felt all askew from Thessalyn’s song.

In spite of the fauns’ efforts, there were still a dozen paces between the edge of the cliff and the Honeytail. Only one mooring cable remained. Gerard had no idea what he should wish for—to be turned loose in a murderous storm in this fragile craft, leaving Silveo and Leopaard to a precarious fate? Or to be dragged onto the cliff to face the irate cult whom they’d tricked, and who certainly intended to kill Thess? Silveo and Leopaard need to hide. We’ll have to try to come back for them. “Go!” he shouted.

Another toothed crane flashed out of the darkness, and this time there was a splintering sound from somewhere beneath the sailboat. Silas swore at the helm. “Cut loose!” he shouted again, but Gwain had spotted the same figures as Gerard, and he hesitated.

Thessalyn straightened with an obvious effort, raised her head, and sang once more. Time seemed to slow down. The pegasus streamed around them. For one moment, the Honeytail seemed to float in a sea of feathers—black and white and gray, with the occasional flash of jungle red or green. Gerard caught some of the words, which seemed to be shifting through languages as the pegasus shifted through keys.

Meet me on the bridge of feathers

Meet me where our worlds collide

Meet me where the wind blows

In the chambers of the sky

They were flying a pattern around the Honeytail, interlocking circles as complex as their music. Silveo let his mask fall. He was staring straight at Thess. Gerard knew what he was going to do a second before he did it.

He took a step.

And then another.

And another.

He was moving with the music, walking on thin air, on the backs of the pegasus, flashing beneath him. Moths to a flame, Gerard thought in wonder.

A moment later, Leopaard followed. Gerard thought he might stumble, but he didn’t. He moved as confidently as any monarch at a coronation, over the short, but impossible distance. Then they were both stepping over the side of the sailboat.

The instant they were aboard, Gwain took another swipe at the mooring cable. It parted with a jolt and they all reached for purchase as the boat leapt beneath them. The pegasus’ pattern broke and they scattered into the night, their song fading. Thessalyn’s voice hung alone in the air for a moment, and then she stopped singing abruptly. “No! No, you can’t! You’re not a crane!”

Gerard looked up to see the fauns of the Rookery, still only a few paces away, and Stravos, obviously caught up in the music. His face had lost all its animosity. He had his eyes closed, arms spread wide, feathery cloak billowing in the wind. Gerard remembered how the play was supposed to end—with the hero transformed into a toothed crane, sailing away into the sunset.

“You can’t!” repeated Thessalyn...just as he spread his arms, stepped from the cliff, and fell.
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Chapter 35. Rough Ride
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Anaroo was not so stunned by the wonder she’d just witnessed that she failed to lay an arrow to her bowstring. The toothed cranes had already been agitated before the pegasus danced and Stravos tried to fly. Now the fauns of the Rookery were in turmoil—a mass of activity like a kicked anthill—and the toothed cranes were booming and shrieking.

Silas said the Honeytail could outrun them... But only if the sailboat got ahead. Right now, they were tearing along through a veritable flyway of circling cranes. The speed of their departure seemed to have gotten the animals’ attention. One turned in the air and flew straight at the front of the sailboat with open beak. Anaroo put one hoof on the bow and shot it through the eye. Its lashing wing nearly capsized the boat as it fell.

Another made a pass at them, and Anaroo got an arrow into its crest that seemed to distract it for a moment. Without turning, she shouted, “Do you still have that gun, Silveo?”

He answered immediately. “Yes, but no dry powder!”

“Look under the third starboard bench!”

A moment later, he was at her elbow, firing into the maw of a toothed crane. “The handle really does make an excellent club,” he told her almost conversationally.

“Are you planning to get close enough to try?” asked Anaroo.

“No, I already did that. With a flippered crocodile.”

Anaroo gave him a quick smile. “Welcome back, Silveo.” She couldn’t quite bring herself to say, “I’m glad you’re alive,” but she was pretty sure he knew.

“Hang onto something!” barked Silas from the helm. “Gerard and Gwain, if you could control the boom, I mean to put her directly before the wind. Zael, if you will kindly secure our passengers. Anaroo and Silveo, just keep these beasts off us until we reach the clouds. There are lifelines secured to the mast; please use them. I am sorry to say that a crane damaged our keel. I expect a very rough ride.”

He wasn’t joking. In seconds, the Honeytail was heeled so far over that Anaroo had to shift her weight to the bulwark to keep her balance. Silveo went scampering up the steep deck and came skidding back with lifelines. Anaroo glanced around once and saw that Zael had tied Thessalyn and Leopaard to the bollard that Silas had originally installed for Percy. He was keeping them huddled together in the stern.

The wind became terrifying. It gusted in freakish updrafts that popped them high into the air with bone-jarring intensity, only to crash back down like a wagon bouncing through a deep rut. Anaroo had never seen or felt anything like it. She vomited suddenly, without even feeling the nausea, and then immediately shot another crane. Silveo was firing and reloading, firing again.

And then the air ahead of them showed nothing but storm-haloed clouds and driving rain. Anaroo glanced over her shoulder and saw a number of pursuing cranes. We’re getting away!

As they passed over the edge of the land, another updraft hit them and set the sailboat on its beam-ends. Someone screamed. Gwain and Silveo both slid over the side, fortunately arrested by their lifelines. Most of Anaroo’s arrows went clattering into the night, though she managed to save her bow with one arm looped under the string. She clapped onto the railing and one bench. “Silas!”

He answered her out of the howling dark. “Still here. Hang on.”

The Honeytail continued at frightening speed, one pectoral pointing at the sky, one towards the ground. Anaroo crawled half onto the side of the boat. She was looking backwards, and she could see the toothed cranes behind them, gaining. We are going to die...

Silas crawled into view along the hull, then out onto what should have been the keel. Anaroo saw then what was wrong. The retractable keel had not fully deployed, due to the damage Silas had mentioned when the crane struck them. Without the keel, they were top-heavy and easily capsized. Silas was trying to open it by hand. His lifeline was not long enough, and he’d already untied it. Anaroo untied her own and came out to help him.

Silas’s red curls were streaming around his head, and he didn’t see her until her striped hands were alongside his, tugging on the wedged portion of the keel. He looked up, pale and breathless in the driving rain. “Anaroo...”

“You’re not the only one who can be brave and stupid,” she spat.

When he opened his mouth to reply, she continued, “Besides, if you don’t come back, I will let Percy throw that roach overboard. Have you considered that?”

He choked out a laugh.

“If only this thing had a basket, we could play cards,” continued Anaroo madly.

Silas’s hands shifted on the keel to clutch one of hers briefly. “Please help me.”

It was certainly a job for two people. With a great deal of grinding and creaking, the damaged keel slid open. Anaroo and Silas scrambled madly to get back over the side of the sailboat as her center of gravity shifted, bringing her once more upright.

Anaroo didn’t think they’d lost anyone, but there was no time for a headcount, as the sailboat careened into the fog on the upper slopes of the volcano. Silas pumped the foot pedal, trying to flatten the ballonets in order to get them higher. No matter how we land, it’ll be hard.

They were flying fast and blind, and Anaroo’s fear of being ripped from the sky by a toothed crane was replaced by fear of being ripped from the sky by a mountain.

A cliff loomed up suddenly—not straight ahead, but very close to starboard. Silas angled the Honeytail away, but Anaroo suspected he wanted to maintain sight of the landmark. They tore along through streamers of cloud, catching views of the cliff in flashes of lightning. The rain was even harder here, pouring out of the churning sky.

“I know this is not ideal,” came Silas’s strained voice from the helm, “but we are going to try to grapple to that cliff. We need to tie down somewhere as quickly as possible.”

“I’m all for tying down,” came Zael’s weak voice from the stern. “If I am so fortunate as to touch land again, I will walk home from absolutely anywhere.”

Silas’s laugh was rough. “That may not be possible.”

“Then I will count myself lucky to simply sit upon that piece of land and die.”

“I can’t promise a place to sit, either.”

In the end, they managed to catch a grapple in a gnarled tree that clung to the sharp, volcanic rock of the cliff face. There was a precarious moment when the wind tried to batter them to pieces, and they had to fend off the cliff with boat hooks. But then they caught another grapple. Silas brought in the pectorals, reefed the mainsail, and they were able to secure the Honeytail head and stern.

Unfortunately, there did not seem to be any place to get out of the wind. There was certainly nowhere to stand on the very steep and rocky crag. Gwain tried climbing for a short distance, but came back almost immediately. “There’s nothing flat up there. I caught sight of the ridge in a bolt of lightning, and it rises to a sharp fin at the top.”

Silas frowned. “The weather is still deteriorating. I’m not sure... Well, let’s take our comfort where we can. At least there’s plenty of water to drink.”

There certainly was. However, there wasn’t much else. One of the lockers had come open when they rolled, dumping their small store of food into the sea.

Thessalyn and Leopaard were both looking very poorly indeed. The emaciated grishnard king sat huddled in his crane cloak. He kept trying to thank them, but couldn’t get many words out before he dissolved into a thick, wet cough. Gwain sat down beside him and began talking in a low, soothing voice. Anaroo caught phrases like, “remember when we...” and “that one time by the lake house” and “so warm up there in the summer, so bright, my favorite time...”

Thessalyn Holovar seemed barely conscious, although she did respond weakly each time Gerard or Silveo spoke to her. As soon as the boat was secured, they’d both gone to sit with her in the stern. She was lying across Gerard’s lap, curled like a kitten, and very still.

The storm could pin us down out here for days, thought Anaroo. Leopaard and Thessalyn will never survive. Will the rest of us? With no food and no shelter?

They were all starting to shiver. The island air was temperate on the shoreline, but at this altitude, drenched, with the wind cutting through their clothes, it seemed ice cold.

Zael had folded himself up in his cloak amidships. Anaroo sat down beside Silas in the bow. He’d tipped his head back against the wood in spite of the rain, moisture beading on his lashes. “How long?” asked Anaroo in a low voice.

He answered without opening his eyes. “Dawn.”

“Do you think the storm will blow itself out by then?”

“No.”

Anaroo hesitated. “You just think we have to get out of here, and things will be a little better in the daylight?”

He nodded.

“Are you still worried about the Cormorant?”

Silas put two fingers to the bridge of his nose and screwed up his face. “They’ve either done what they had to do or... Whatever happened, it’s all over by now.”

Anaroo felt a chill that had nothing to do with the rain. She was staring, unseeing, into the lightning-strobed clouds, when a dark, wet shape flapped and clattered abruptly onto the deck.

Gwain jumped to his feet. “Andromache!”

He was promptly knocked over by Dakar clawing her way over the stern. Both fliers were panting and took a moment to catch their breaths. “I’m sorry,” gasped Dakar. “I t-t-tried to get back to you. The wind... I got swept off and I...I c-couldn’t. I saw the pegasus. Thess shouldn’t have done what she did. She’s still missing part of herself. I told her not to use magic. I told her!”

“Will she live?” demanded Gerard, a hulking shadow behind the boom.

Dakar curled her snaky body. She spoke in a small voice. “I don’t know.”

Andromache spoke up. “I have some good news. Captain Ackleby, the wild pegasus have informed me that your ship is in the cone of the volcano.”

Silas’s head snapped up. “What?”

“The Cormorant flew up the eastern canyon from the sea just before sunset and is anchored in the sheltered cone of the volcano,” said Andromache.

“Oh!” Silas wiped at his face with both hands. “Oh, that’s wonderful news! Do you know who’s aboard?”

Andromache shook her head.

“Could we reach her?” asked Gwain with new hope in his voice. “Surely that would be better for everyone...”

Silas drew a deep breath. Anaroo could practically see the gears turning in his head. “I think I know where we are. I did some mapping up here over the last yellow month. Andromache, is there a sheltered north-south passage in that direction? I seem to remember something that feeds into the canyon that runs up to the cone.”

She cocked her head. “It depends on what you mean by sheltered. It’s not directly in the eye of the wind, but it’s full of sharp outcroppings. The canyon leading into the cone will have storm winds from the sea.”

“I know that,” muttered Silas. “Do you think that you and Dakar could help as scouts? I know it’s a lot to ask on a night like this.”

“I’ll do my best,” said Andromache.

“Me, too,” said Dakar, “I think...I think there’s something aboard the Cormorant that might help Thess.”

“What do you mean?” asked Gerard.

“It’s a magic room.”

“A what?”

“A dimensional room,” croaked Leopaard out of the darkness. “An artifact. Rather dangerous. A lot of people have disappeared in there. I was hoping you hadn’t found it.”

Silas had paused with his mouth open—a rare sight. He shut it and said weakly, “Are you serious?”

“Me and the other kids found it,” said Dakar quietly, “when we were playing hide-and-hunt. But I didn’t tell anyone because it’s a wyvern thing, and I didn’t want you to go in there. I thought you might get hurt.”

Silveo piped up impatiently, “How can it help Thess?”

“I think it might make it easier for her to take back the piece of herself that’s missing,” said Dakar, “but I’m still not sure that it won’t hurt you and Gerard when she does.”

Silas cleared his throat. “This is all fascinating, but what I really need is a vote. We’re more-or-less safe while grappled to the cliff. If we cut loose and try to reach the Cormorant, we could crash and die. Yet I cannot guarantee better conditions tomorrow morning. I don’t know how long the storm will last, and I don’t know how long we can hold out here, exposed to the elements, without food, fire, or warm clothes. If it were a question of reaching the far side of the island, I would say that we should wait until morning, but the cone is closer. I think we have a chance of getting there tonight. I won’t lie you to: it’s a big risk. I won’t try to do it unless we are all clearly of the same mind.”

“Yes,” said Gerard and Silveo almost before Silas had finished speaking.

“My father needs dry clothes and medicine as soon as possible,” said Gwain. “Otherwise, I’m afraid this whole mission will have been in vain.”

Anaroo looked at Silas. “I’m with you.”

There was a moment’s pause, and then Zael poked his head from under his cloak and peered at Silas in an obvious state of extreme airsickness. “One card game in town?”

Silas smiled gently. “Alright.”

“And I will make a theater performance about this evening?”

“I don’t believe I can stop you.”

“You’ll play yourself on opening night?”

“Now you’re pushing your luck.”

Zael reached shakily for the rail and tried to stand. “I suppose we are in the third act of this drama and must raise the stakes somehow. Yes, I’m with you all. Let’s go find warm beds and dry clothes.”
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Chapter 36. Crash Landing
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Gus woke to a furious pounding. “Skipper!”

Glossy made a whining noise against his chest and Marlie—curled up on the far side of the bed—said muzzily, “Wha—?”

“Skipper! You’re wanted on deck!”

Why do they think Silas is in my cabin? wondered Gus and then, Oh, shit. I’m the skipper. “Coming!”

More annoyed sounds from his bedmates.

Gus stumbled into his trousers and out the bedroom door, through the roomy suite to the front. The windows and skylights showed nothing but darkness and wind-driven rain outside, but Gus had a sense that he’d slept at least a watch, maybe a little more. It was probably close to dawn.

Needles was on the doorstep, breathless. “It’s Andromache! She’s on the main deck. They’re coming, sir!”

“Who’s coming?”

“The Honeytail!”

“Oh!” Gus paused to snatch a shirt and rain cloak. Then he was out the door at a run. Coming down the canyon? In this? He wondered again at the hour. “What time is it, Needles?”

“Quarter watch before dawn, sir.”

So they’ve been out there all night. “Did Andromache say whether they succeeded in their mission?”

“They did, sir. But it’s been hard for them in the storm.”

That would be an understatement. On deck, Gus found Percy and Cobalt, talking to Andromache. She was utterly spent. Gus wasn’t sure he’d ever seen a pegasus so worn out. He listened with growing horror as she described Silas’s attempt to do exactly what Gus had taken great lengths to avoid—coming down the canyon, pushed by storm winds, in the dark and rain.

“They’ve struck three times,” said Andromache in a voice hoarse from shouting. “Both rudders damaged, left pectoral torn, gears and belts slipping, keel almost gone. They’re untangling themselves to make the last leg right now, but I got blown into the center of the canyon and I couldn’t beat back up wind to reach them. I thought I might as well give you some warning. They’re coming soon...if they don’t strike on that last outlet into the cone.”

Percy and Gus looked at each other. After a long moment, Percy ventured, “Should we go out to meet them? It will be difficult to steer the Honeytail under those conditions.”

Gus thought furiously. He could almost hear Silas say, “Trust me.”

“I don’t think he’d want us to risk bringing the Cormorant into the eye of the wind. There really isn’t much we can do for them in the canyon.”

Percy nodded. After a moment, he said, “How’s Ama?”

“Still asleep.”

Gus invited Andromache to take a rest in either a bed or a nest box as she preferred, but she declined and flew up to watch from the maintop. Percy had lapsed into silence, staring towards the shadowy mouth of the canyon. “I’ll get Silas’s spyglass,” said Gus.

It didn’t help much. With dawn still a quarter watch off, and the fog thick around the cone, it was hard to see details. The lightning had moved off, booming from farther away to the north, but the wind was still whistling in the high rocks. Gus and Percy paced the deck. After a while, Needles brought them sandwiches and mugs of coffee. Sailors who weren’t supposed to be on watch crept surreptitiously on deck, eyes straining through the dark and rain. Clearly rumors had run round the ship regarding their captain’s imminent arrival.

“He’ll need to come in under full sail,” said Percy at last. “The Honeytail doesn’t have the inertia of the Cormorant. And with damage like that...if he reefs the sails, she’ll probably just spin.”

“I doubt he can reef his pectorals at all if they’re damaged,” said Gus. Silas should be here by now. Unless they’re hanging from a ledge in a shattered boat... He thought again of hurtling down that last long straight-away at full speed in a broken ship in the dark. He was opening his mouth to change his mind about taking the Cormorant into the canyon to look for them, when the first dawn glow revealed a flash of movement.

“There!” shouted Percy, quite unnecessarily.

The Honeytail was flying extremely low, near the narrow bottom of the canyon, rather than the wide top where the Cormorant had been obliged to travel. She careened through the opening like a scrap of paper before a gale, and then continued on at great speed, her tattered canvas straining.

“Oh, dear...” muttered Gus.

He could see the group struggling to reef up, but it was clear that they had little control at this point, and she was losing altitude. Gus wondered if their last collision with the cliff had damaged a light gas bladder. The Honeytail dropped out of sight below the curve of the Cormorant’s belly. “They may end up on the jungle floor—” began Gus, and then the Cormorant shuddered.

“Or they may strike the ship,” finished Percy.

*  *  *  *
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Thessalyn was dying. She’d flung all the magic that had animated her damaged, malnourished body into the song, into the pegasus, into the cranes and the network that connected the fauns of the Rookery. She was like Lazaran after the bullets hit him—a candle, burned all the way down to its nub.

Dakar tried to put Thessalyn back to sleep, back into deep torpor, where she might create time for herself to heal. But Thessalyn didn’t have the strength even for that. She was lucid, but too weak to talk as the night wore on, and by the time they flashed into the cone of the volcano, Dakar knew that she had moments, not days.

Dakar was tired, too. She would have offered to fly with Thessalyn to the Cormorant ahead of the Honeytail if she’d thought she had a chance of succeeding. She didn’t think so, and she felt sure that Gerard and Silveo knew it.

They didn’t say anything to Dakar. Not, “Why did you bring her out here?” or “We left you to protect her” or “You’ve finished what your mother started.” Silveo made jokes, the way he always did when he needed to distract himself, and Gerard spoke only when necessary during the long, exhausting night.

When they finally sighted the Cormorant, it hardly seemed surprising that they were leaking light gas and couldn’t maintain their altitude. Instead of landing on her main deck, the Honeytail dove beneath her to collide with a pectoral sail like a butterfly sailing into a net. The crash was actually their softest of the voyage, though it was accompanied by horrible tearing and snapping noises. They came to a stop at last, the ship dangling at a steep angle amid cordage and torn sails, but with everyone still tied in.

Gerard came to life first, clinging to the boom. He scrambled up the steep deck to Thessalyn’s limp form, tied to the bollard. Overhead, Dakar heard shouting and running feet. A pegasus from the Cormorant swooped past them. “Can I carry someone off?”

“Here!” shouted Gerard. He was hoarse like everyone else from yelling over the storm.

Silveo pulled out a knife and cut Thess free of her lifeline. Gerard wouldn’t let go of her. “I have to fly with her. Send someone who can carry both of us. Please hurry.” A moment later, Felbane flapped heavily onto the crossbeams overhead.

Silveo gave him a tired smile. “You’re flying, my friend.”

“I am flying,” he agreed. “I have left my egg to assist you.”

“Your what?”

“Nevermind,” said Gerard. “We need to go to the Star Room, Felbane. Right in the middle of the ship. Can you take us?”

Felbane was able to take all three of them. Dakar flapped up behind. They sailed in through a maintenance portal where the pectoral beam met the side of the ship. A great many people were clustering there, but they scattered as Felbane swooped through. Then he did something not usually allowed within the airship. He shot up through the many layers, dodging beams and catwalks and gas bladders, bypassing flights of stairs, until he could go no higher by air.

They got down, and Gerard carried Thessalyn up the last flight of steps onto the central deck, where he ran along the final passage to the Star Room. He reached it with Silveo on his heels and Dakar panting behind. She tried to change shape so that she could get through the door more easily. Dakar was frustrated when she only flickered. She’d been awake all night, and she’d flown over the island with a passenger. She’d fought storm winds and worked as a ship’s scout, and little wyverns had their limits.

“Wait!” she shouted as Gerard and Silveo stepped inside.

Gerard turned. “Show us how to get into the dimensional room.”

Dakar realized she was crying. She’d never cried before as a dragon. She’d rarely cried as a shelt. It was unpleasant. She wanted to say, “Don’t go in there.” She wanted to say, “I’m scared.” But what came out was, “I’m sorry!”

Silveo reached up to take her toothy snout in his hands. Dakar knew he didn’t like this form, but he didn’t shrink or hesitate. He put his forehead against hers. “Thank you for bringing her.”

“But I shouldn’t have,” whimpered Dakar. “I’m going to lose you. You’re going to forget everything that happened after I made the bridge. You’re going to forget each other and me and everything, and it’s my fault.”

Gerard paused. She could tell that he didn’t want to, but then he lay Thessalyn down, gently, on the velvet black floor of the Star Room, and hugged Dakar’s scaly neck. “Do you really think that’s what will happen?”

“Yes.” She shut her eyes. Why is doing the right thing so hard and so awful? Maybe mother was right and shelts always break your heart. Maybe I don’t want to be a shelt.

Gerard stroked her head. “Does Thess not get any say in what happens to us and our memories?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Do you trust her?”

Dakar thought about the time she’d spent talking to Thessalyn and listening to her stories. “She wouldn’t want you to...to lose yourselves.”

Silveo spoke quietly, in a very different tone from his usual banter, “I trust her.”

Dakar thought of that moment when Thess had woken, the way she’d flailed, grasping for her missing piece, and nearly ripped Dakar apart. “I’m not sure she’ll have a choice if you take her in there.”

“Then we got two amazing years,” said Silveo.

“We’ll just have to fall in love all over again,” said Gerard, and that made Silveo laugh.

“Would you really? I don’t think so.”

“Don’t tell me what I think.”

“I remember thinking you were going to stab me instead of a pirate during that boarding action with the Foam.”

“I remember you actually stabbing me when I kept you from sliding overboard in that storm.”

“I didn’t cut your lifeline, did I?”

“I believe you said you did that for Thess.”

They stopped suddenly, as though remembering Dakar was still standing there.

“Show us how to get into the dimensional room, Dakar,” said Silveo in his gentlest voice. “Please.”

So she showed them.
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Chapter 37. Stowaway
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Gus had become so preoccupied with the ship’s survival and the fate of the Honeytail’s crew that he hadn’t really thought about what he would say when he met Silas. He did not think he could bring himself to apologize for staying aboard and flying the ship up the canyon. Indeed, he’d put her in a position to save the Honeytail as well. The image of Silas’s belligerent and poisonous expression as he’d hissed, “You forget yourself, Master Creevy” and “Get out!” lingered powerfully in Gus’s mind. Resentment tightened in his chest.

You can bloody well sack me later, mate. Right after I finish saving your scrawny arse. You’ve nearly wrecked both your ships in one go, and I suppose you’ll want help cleaning that up, too.

The Cormorant’s starboard pectoral was certainly damaged. How badly was impossible to tell, since Gus didn’t dare engage the gear-driven sails while the Honeytail was tangled in them. He kept expecting Silas to come stalking up the pectoral mast and begin barking orders, but he didn’t. He sent the rest of his exhausted party aboard the Cormorant via pegasus and griffin, but Silas stayed until the last. Gus supposed he should have expected that.

Gerard, Silveo, and Thessalyn had already dashed aboard by the time Gus arrived on the pectoral access deck, and Gwain was in the act of coming aboard with a limping and bedraggled Leopaard. Needles and the cook staff had readied the guest cabins with food, water, hot tea, and clean linens.

Percy helped Zael down off a pegasus, where the actor promptly knelt upon the deck and kissed it. Percy shook with laughter. “Rough ride?”

“Silas is certainly some kind of sorcerer. Please do not suppose I’m ungrateful. However, I shall never board another airship...”

“Too late.”

“I mean, after this.”

“Will anyone be worried about you, Zael? I’m sure we’ll manage to get a pegasus into town when the weather clears a little. Should we send a message?”

“My troupe will wonder why I don’t turn up for rehearsal this afternoon.” He hesitated. “Ethen will be climbing the walls.”

“We’ll send a message when we’re able,” said Percy.

The Honeytail had to be lifted off in pieces via cables from the upper deck. The most experienced of the airship sailors climbed out onto the pectoral sails to secure her with help from the ship’s scouts to guide the lines. Silas remained in the pectoral crosstrees to supervise the process, and Gus went to the upper deck to see the Honeytail properly laid out and stowed.

He couldn’t help but shake his head at the wreckage. This is worse than the last time she crashed into the Cormorant. Silas will have to practically rebuild her from scratch.

Percy finally vanished to check on Ama. With the last bits of the Honeytail secured, Gus returned to the pectoral access deck, where the retrieval crew had shifted to repairing the sheets, lines, and beams. One significant crossbeam would have to be fished, and they were working away on this in the watery dawn light, with the rain still pouring from the gray sky. Gus couldn’t see them very well at this angle, but he caught sight of Silas’s red fluff of hair, leaning far out, braced against a backstay. I wonder if anyone thought to clip you in. I wonder if anyone dared.

Anaroo climbed up the mast a few moments later, looking bedraggled and spent. Gus gave her a hand onto the deck, and then caught her in a hug as she staggered. She folded against him. “It is so good to see you, Gus.”

“It’s good to see you, too, Roo. Are you hurt?”

“No. Just so very tired. I can’t get Silas to come in. He has to fix the pectoral sail. He says we’ll be crippled if he doesn’t.”

Gus sighed.

“Where’s Ama?” asked Anaroo.

“In my cabin last I checked,” said Gus, “although Percy went to get her a little while ago.”

Anaroo nodded. She let go of him and gave a sad smile. “This has been twice as hard, because Silas is so worried about whatever he said to you before we left.”

Gus tried to wipe all expression from his face.

Anaroo gave him a look that said she was not fooled. “I thought he was going to abort the rescue mission and fly the Honeytail off by himself so that he could pout or cry or something. I gather you and Percy didn’t kill each other?”

Gus laughed. “Nah. We did drink most of Silas’s best whiskey.”

Anaroo gave a snort of laughter that went on and on. Gus suspected she needed it.

“You get to know a fellow pretty fast when you’re trying not to die in a storm together,” continued Gus. “Percy’s alright. I...I wasn’t being exactly fair to him, but...”

Anaroo looked at him narrowly. “But the fight was about something Silas said, wasn’t it?”

Gus stuffed his hands in his pockets. He glanced back towards the portal, down along the mast to the distant crew in the rain. “I’ll go out there. He probably needs his tools.”

Anaroo patted him on the shoulder and went off towards the stern cabins.

*  *  *  *
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“There’s nothing out there,” said Dakar. They’d walked through the strange little office, past the boxes and cabinets and crates, past the tables scattered with airship tools and old diagrams, and around shelves of dusty equipment. Now they stood on the edge of the last set of shelves, staring into the blackness. Gerard’s eyes were drawn inexorably upwards, towards the distant stars that seemed both natural and artificial, close and very far away. He had a peculiar urge to try to reach them.

“It’s empty?” asked Silveo, his voice full of fascination and uncertainty.

“No.” Dakar shook her head. “It’s nothing. That’s not the same thing as empty. It’s...” She searched for a word. “Void. And it pulls. Because it wants to be filled.”

Silveo peered at her. “Like when you pump all the air out of a ballonet balloon?”

Dakar thought about that. She nodded. “Only, something is pulling on all sides of the balloon, and it wants to pull air inside. Does that make sense? It wants to suck in air.”

“I’m not having any trouble breathing,” said Gerard.

Dakar shook her head. “Air isn’t what’s missing from this space. It’s...the world. Things and ideas and people. The dimensional room wants to be filled.”

Gerard caught his breath. “I see something...” He couldn’t say what, exactly—a sheen like starlight off white sand...far, far away, like an island off in the distance. He almost thought he could hear the beat of waves...or a living heart.

Dakar’s hand closed convulsively around his. “It will try to pull you in, but it’s just your own mind, making up things to fill the void. It pulls, Gerard. It can pull you apart. You can come unraveled and...and make whole worlds in there, I think. You could split into layers and layers of yourself...”

Gerard only half understood what she was saying, but the island was growing more distinct in the distance. To his wonder, Thessalyn twitched in his arms. “Gerard? Where are we?”

“We’re in a dimensional room,” whispered Gerard.

“Dakar thought it would be easier for you to heal in here,” said Silveo.

There was a long moment when Thessalyn said nothing, and Gerard thought she’d drifted again. But then she pushed weakly at him. “I think I can stand. Let me try?”

Gerard set her on her feet. She swayed for a moment, but kept her balance with one hand on his arm. She reached towards Silveo, and he took her hand on the other side. Thessalyn’s ears flicked, as though listening to something only she could hear. “It’s like my dreams,” she murmured. “I think I could shape it.”

She took a step and then hesitated. “Dakar?”

“I’m here.”

“Wait for us?”

Dakar sighed. She curled up on the floor. “Alright.”

*  *  *  *
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The crew had finished fishing the beam when Gus arrived. They’d sorted out the damaged sails and lines, and all that remained was the fiddly, technical work of checking and repairing the gear-driven mechanisms of the sails. This was a task that only a true airship mechanic could perform. On a ship of this size, it ought to have been supervised by the chief engineer and performed by his team, but such expertise was rare. There hadn’t been many airship engineers rattling around the Small Kingdoms when Silas assembled his crew.

Even if we had a team, thought Gus, Silas would want to do this himself.

He was bent over a relay cable when Gus inched up beside him. “Brought your favorite wrench set,” he said by way of greeting.

Silas’s head shot up. His dark eyes looked hollow with exhaustion. His face looked pinched, freckles standing out like Leopaard spots. His red curls were plastered to his forehead, and he had airship grease all over his torn and sodden clothes.

Gus had been braced to say something defensive. Something like, “I tried to ‘get out,’ but then your ship needed saving” or “I only came back to collect my things and my women. Gods know how you hate those aboard.”

But Silas looked so unspeakably relieved to see him, so terrifyingly grateful, that Gus’s resentment melted like an ice cube in the sun. He was suddenly mortally afraid that Silas might do something truly alien. Like start apologizing. Or—gods help them both—cry.

Gus looked around for absolutely anything to do and saw Silas’s lifeline dangling some distance away. “You’re not clipped in, Skipper,” he said with unintentional harshness.

Silas cleared his throat. “I was. But the line wasn’t long enough.” His voice was rough from bellowing over the storm.

“I’ll cut it and knot it onto mine,” said Gus at once. “Or I can just hang onto it if you need to go out to the end of the spar.”

Silas laughed—a ragged sound. “Hold my tether, Gus,” he said softly. “You can hold me up, but I can’t hold you, and there’s surely a metaphor in that.”

Gus found that he wasn’t really comfortable with Silas apologizing, even indirectly. He busied himself with passing tools, which sped up the process considerably. With Gus’s help, Silas finished repairing and checking the gear cables.

“Well, we’re not crippled, at least. Let it never be said that I don’t fix what I break. Or at least try.”

“Certainly, Skipper. Let’s get you back to the deck. There’s coffee, food, dry clothes, and bed in whatever order you prefer.”

“I don’t know how I will choose.”

“I suggest starting with the bed.”

“I might just lie down on the deck.”

“Then I will put a blanket over you and see that you’re not disturbed.”

Silas laughed again. He glanced over his shoulder as he climbed, started to say something, and nearly missed his handhold on the wet and slippery wood.

Gus’s arm shot out to catch him. “Later, Skipper.”

“Later,” muttered Silas.

He came up onto the maintenance deck, stood, and suddenly went very still. Something about his posture made Gus’s stomach turn over, though he couldn’t have said why. He caught up with Silas at speed and stepped onto the deck beside him.

The repair crew were being held at sword-point by a couple of armed grishnards to one side of the portal. Half a dozen griffins stood around the deck, crouched and ready to spring. Adolphi Maijha was standing directly in front of the portal, flanked by a handful of lackeys. He smiled triumphantly at Silas and Gus.

“Well, here is the captain at last. It did take you long enough to come aboard, sir. I really didn’t want to disturb you while you were repairing my ship, but it all looks sorted now. I’m glad you’ll be the one flying her.”

Gus said the first thing that came into his head. “How did you get in?”

Adolphi shook his head. “My dear Master Creevy, we have been here all night. We followed you from your mooring in port and came aboard under cover of dark during that long, tedious trudge up the canyon. Brilliant flying, though it’s a lot on an old ship.”

Gus could feel his face heating with anger. Those footfalls...those slamming doors... With such a thin crew, so focused on delicate sailing, it would have been easy for these blackguards to sneak aboard. We really did have stowaways...just not from the Star Room.

Gus glanced at Silas and saw his face cold and unreadable. His tail had gone perfectly still, the way it did at a card table. “I believe we are at an impasse, sir. You cannot get the ship out of the volcano without an experienced captain, and you’ll find I take direction poorly. We have armed friends in town and among the authorities. You are best advised to leave the way you came.”

“Oh, you’ll take direction beautifully, I think,” said Adolphi, and his men parted to reveal a furious and slightly bloody Percy, with Ama battened to his chest in her sling.

Silas gave a tiny jerk. His breathing sped up.

“We have your mongrel child,” purred Adolphi. “My people will be taking her now, along with your crippled babysitter. You’ll do whatever I say.”
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Chapter 38. Dolly
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Anaroo walked slowly up through the levels of the Cormorant, still wearing her sodden theater clothes, practically dragging her bow. She was of a mind to go straight to her own cabin and collapse. Let Glossy and Percy deal with Ama for a while.

But...there’d been a moment during the storm—several moments, in fact—when Anaroo had been convinced that she would never see Ama’s little face again. I would just like to look at her.

Zed warriors do not peek into cradles to make sure the baby is breathing, Anaroo remonstrated with herself. I am growing weak and sentimental in my old age.

Nevertheless, she veered away from her own cabin at the last moment and plodded towards Gus’s. Her knock was answered by a distracted-looking Glossy, holding an empty glass jar. Behind her, Belvedere, Mouse, and Theseus were busily peering under furniture.

“Is anything the matter?” asked Anaroo.

Glossy tucked a strand of pale hair behind an ear and gave a strained smile. “Nothing that can’t wait until later. Was Ama happy to see you?”

Anaroo blinked, trying to bring the world into focus. “She hasn’t seen me yet. I thought she was here.”

Glossy shook her head. “Percy came to get her a little while ago. I believe he intended to meet you coming aboard.”

“He might have taken her back to his cabin,” offered Marlie, who seemed to be helping the children in their search for whatever they’d lost. “Or...um...yours.”

Anaroo found the pretense that Percy did not sleep in their cabin very tiresome, but now was not the time to address it. “I’ll find him. Thank you.”

Percy was not in the captain’s suite. Anaroo almost went to bed, but...she had an irritating sense of paranoia, doubtless brought on by exhaustion. I just need to see her. Then I can sleep. Percy, where are you?

Glossy said he took the baby out to meet me... The obvious conclusion occurred to Anaroo and she grumbled under her breath. He probably met Silas. And now he and Gus and Percy are all standing around talking, prepared to drink the rest of Silas’s best whiskey now that they’re all friends.

The more she thought about it, the more certain she felt this was the case. With a heavy sigh, she left her own rooms and started back down to the maintenance deck of the starboard pectoral. She realized halfway there that she’d forgotten to drop her bow and pack. I am really not thinking clearly.

She was about to step out onto the catwalk above the access deck, when she looked down and saw a cluster of people near the portal, standing in attitudes of hostility. Anaroo caught the flash of swords in the dimness of the rain-soaked dawn. She spotted half a dozen barded griffins.

What in the hells?

And then she saw Percy, his empty sleeve visible at a distance, and a familiar sling wrapped around his chest. He was standing with his back to her, between two tall, broad people that Anaroo didn’t recognize.

Fear squeezed her chest. Her vision blurred at the edges.

Other figures resolved themselves—Silas several paces in front of Percy, Gus beside him. And a familiar, balding silhouette standing between Percy and Silas. Anaroo remembered that profile all too well from their brief encounter. She remembered the way he’d looked at her child.

One of the griffins came towards Percy and crouched down as though for him to mount. Silas stepped forward, gesticulating forcefully. Anaroo couldn’t hear what he was saying. Gus made a sudden lunge, and one of the brawny strangers punched him in the gut, drove him to his knees, and restrained him there.

Anaroo couldn’t breathe. They’re going to take Ama.

*  *  *  *
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Percy had gotten hit on the head when he was captured, but the blow had been superficial. The kidnappers hadn’t identified him, and that was one piece of good luck. So far, it seemed to be their only piece.

Silas had lost his composure—a thing Percy had never seen before in the face of adversity. He stood there, dripping and filthy, his tail vibrating with emotion, his voice breaking as he said, “You can’t take her out in this storm! Are you out of your mind? You’ll never make it to town on griffin-back!”

“My people are excellent fliers,” said Adolphi lazily. “They’ll be traveling with the wind. She’ll be fine. I assume your one-armed friend knows how to care for her. If you’re very good, you’ll see them both in a few days.”

Silas was shaking his head. “You can have the ship,” he said in a low rush. “I’ll give you the keys, all the blueprints, sign papers if you like. We’ll fly you back to the harbor as soon as the weather clears, and then leave. You can have any assurances you require...”

Adolphi shook his head. “I’m afraid that won’t do, Captain. I want you to sail my ship. And, as you’ve already told me, you don’t take direction well. Not without a bit of encouragement. So we’ll just keep the child safe somewhere else until—”

“Take me,” Silas interrupted him. He was talking to Adolphi, but looking into Percy’s eyes as he said it, as though desperately trying to communicate something. “I won’t fight or flee. My first mate brought the ship into the volcano, and he can bring her out again. You can send me into town. I am more durable than an infant.”

He emphasized the words “fight or flee,” and Percy thought he understood. In spite of the risks to Ama, Silas would prefer that Percy resist. If Adolphi was allowed to remove Ama from the ship, it seemed unlikely that she would ever be rescued. The journey through the storm really was quite risky. If she died, Adolphi would not tell Silas. Indeed, he might very well order his people to cut Ama and Percy’s throats the moment they were out of sight of the Cormorant. It would eliminate the bother of feeding and housing them. Silas would do almost anything, based on the faintest hope that Ama was alive. Adolphi could keep that hope spinning indefinitely.

Silas is right. We can’t let them take her off the ship. I need a weapon.

Percy cut his eyes to the left without turning his head. The guard on that side seemed to be the least observant. He had hold of Percy’s stump and obviously thought this was a silly job. Still, while the fellow wasn’t holding onto Percy’s arm very tightly, he did have a good grip on his sword. Percy wasn’t sure he could hit the guard hard enough to make him drop it.

By some strange chance of fate, Ama was quiescent, curled around one of her toys. Percy thought about pinching her to make her scream, but he wasn’t sure that would provide enough of a distraction. It seemed more likely to cause problems for Percy if he had to run with her.

Percy could tell that Silas was panicking, and the sight hurt his heart and filled his chest with fury at Adolphi Maijha. Maybe I should just run for it—break to the left. But Percy didn’t think he would get very far, not with those griffins ready to spring.

Adolphi was enjoying his moment of victory over Silas. He was gloating, and Percy supposed that at least bought them a little time. If someone on deck would just come down and see this...

“While I appreciate your gallantry, Captain, I must decline your offer,” rumbled Adolphi. “You see, I’ve looked into your history, and while you may be a gambling, poppy-addicted liar without a drop of grishnard blood in your veins, you are a first-rate smuggler and a sailor with some superficial genius for gear-driven ships. No doubt, your duplicitous nature has contributed to your success in this arena. To put it bluntly, the Maijhan Port Authority had enough material to hang you years ago, Silas Ackleby, and that was before you stole a royal yacht!

“You’re a pirate, sir, a pirate by any definition. I was going to offer you a fortune in gold and land, but after your treasonous behavior towards me earlier, and considering your many crimes, I think a pardon is the most you can hope for. Indeed, it would be very generous of me, and I will have to consider the matter carefully. In the meantime, I cannot trust the word of a pirate and smuggler, and so I must trust the bonds that even a criminal such as yourself must feel towards his own blood. Here, let us see the child. I will permit you one kiss before I send her away. What have you got there, little mongrel? A dolly?”

It was not a dolly. It was not even the toy that Percy had thought Ama was holding. As Adolphi parted the folds of the sling and tried to grasp Ama by her scruff, Balthazar skittered from her loving embrace. The giant cockroach looked somewhat the worse for wear, with one bent antenna, but still very much alive.

He minced daintily up Adolphi’s forearm, making his characteristic hissing sound, and Percy was treated to the sight of the would-be king of Maijha squealing like a little girl and windmilling his arms. Balthazar was thrown free, whereupon he spread his teal wings and fluttered like a moth, causing the entire company of hardened soldiers to recoil.

To Percy’s delight, the roach alighted upon the head of his least attentive guard, who proved unequal to the task of keeping his composure while the insect walked across his face. The man bellowed, staggered, and his companion tried to help him. Percy jerked free of the one and punched the other in the kidneys. He snatched the sword from the second guard before it hit the ground, and whirled on Adolphi Maijha.

To Adolphi’s credit, he’d already recovered, and he met Percy’s stab with a deflecting blow. His lips parted in a savage grin, as though he’d wanted some excuse to fight. “So the crippled babysitter’s got some teeth, eh? You’re going to get your captain’s bastard skewered.”

Percy answered with a snarling grin of his own. “That’s Lord Bellwater to you. My father would not appreciate you sullying the name. And he would certainly not appreciate your grandstanding. Now shut your prating mouth and fight.”

He thought he saw the faintest flicker of alarmed recognition in Adolphi’s eyes before Percy closed the distance between them and hit him as hard as he could.

*  *  *  *
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Anaroo had three arrows in her pack. Three arrows, but she doubted she’d get more than one clear shot before the griffins were on her. I only need one. If I take out Adolphi, the whole thing will be over. I can do this. I shot a toothed crane through the eye just last night.

Last night. And she’d been awake since then, hanging off airships and hauling on lines, and fending off cliffs until her arms and legs felt like putty.

Anaroo’s hands shook as she drew back the bow. The light was so poor. Percy and Adolphi were so close together, whirling around each other in a blur of steel.

If I miss, I’ll hit Percy. I might hit Ama.

Anaroo couldn’t see properly. She had something in her eyes.

I shot through the refueling port of the Albatross at a hundred paces in sunset light...

But the Albatross had been a thing, not a person. It certainly hadn’t been standing right beside a person she loved. And she’d been angry when she shot the Albatross, furious at the jagers who’d hurt Silas. She’d been an avenging spirit, full of white heat, incandescent.

Now she was cold. She tried to find any anger, but all she found was fear. “Love makes you weak,” Sarengail had told her once. “Hope makes you weak. Having something to lose makes you hesitate.”

Anaroo was fifteen years old, standing on the edge of a meadow, staring at the grishnard hunters who were carrying away her two-year-old son. He was screaming. She saw her arrow fly. And miss.

You missed when it mattered most. And a part of you will stand forever in that clearing, shooting and missing.

Anaroo leaned against the rail, blinded by tears, as grishnard hunters prepared once more to carry away her child. The family she had built would be poisoned by this event, just as her first family had been. Take the shot, she commanded herself. A warrior does not hesitate. If you kill Percy, you kill him.

She raised her bow again, and again, she lowered it. I can’t.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 39. Pirate

[image: image]


Silas was twenty years old and watching Percy fight a duel—a duel that wouldn’t have been necessary if Silas hadn’t been showing off at a card table. Violence had always made him sick, and the sight of Percy—his Percy—so fragile and moving so fast around that cruel piece of steel made him choke. The duel hadn’t been long. Silas remembered that. It felt as though Percy had been stabbed in the blink of an eye, but then he’d picked up his sword, and somehow bludgeoned the other fellow into submission.

Percy had been soaked with blood afterwards and making jokes about it. Silas had really thought that he was dying. Until Elrick told him that it wasn’t a mortal wound. Even then, the knowledge of what had almost happened had made him vomit into the bushes.

That was when Silas had realized that he’d let this game he was playing with Percy get out of hand. In another life, under other circumstances, he probably would have done more than study in Percy’s bed. He’d sworn in that moment that he would tell Percy about the leon thing. He would either stop flirting with him or kiss him, and there would be no more secrets and no more duels with Percy risking his life for a friend who wasn’t being honest with him.

But then Silas had lost his nerve. Again. He’d gone on doing what was easy and comfortable and fun...until the combined weight of Silas’s pride and secrets and Percy’s insecurity and temper reached an inevitable tragic conclusion.

But somehow, he’d gotten another chance. Silas felt as though he’d died along with the Albatross, and he’d been reborn, with great pain, into another life. A life where he was, perhaps, less successful, but not nearly so alone.

And yet here was Percy fighting a duel for him again, and this time it wasn’t Silas’s reputation at stake. It was his child. His little girl, with her kitten-blue eyes, shaped like his own, and Anaroo’s stripes, and pink pads on her tiny paws.

Silas stood paralyzed, wishing he could somehow stop time. Because the next second would surely be the one where he had to watch someone he loved die.

They were moving so fast—lunges and feints, parries and blocks. Everyone had drawn back, even Adolphi’s soldiers. It was extremely clear that the two combatants were fighting to kill, and equally clear that they were both exceptionally good at it. Adolphi was bigger, but light on his feet, with a long reach. Percy was faster, and he struck with a savage disregard for form.

“The thing about Elias Bellwater,” Elrick had told Silas once, “is that he is a true pirate—the respectable kind, but still. He won’t just let Percy duel like the other lordlings. Points and fair play and boundaries and all that. Lord Bellwater fights like it’s a boarding action every time. He fights dirty. He fights to win.”

But the Percy that Silas had met at eighteen was a softhearted, warm-spirited social butterfly, who loved people and games and clothes and music. He loved airships, because they were beautiful. “Lord Bellwater can’t beat him into a weapon,” Silas had said to Elrick. “Can’t he see that Percy isn’t cut out for that?”

Except Elias Bellwater had managed to brutalize his light-hearted child into a deadly weapon, much to Percy’s seething resentment. Silas had never heard Percy manifest anything but scorn for swordplay, so it was all the more startling to see him pick up a weapon and fling himself into a fight as though his fondest desire were to see his opponent in twenty pieces. “They’re all my father,” he’d told Silas once, when he’d drunk too much after coming back from a holiday. “When I fight, it’s always him on the other end of the sword.”

A guttural sound of pain, and blood blossomed over Adolphi’s sword arm. Percy had caught him a wicked slice into the muscle near his shoulder. The angle of Adolphi’s blade wavered. Blood dripped down his sleeve, slicking the hand that held his sword.

Silas remembered to breathe.

“Yield!” snarled Percy. “Next one goes through your throat. Drop it!”

Adolphi’s jaw was working. He took a step back, and Percy followed him with a swipe of his blade that really would have taken Adolphi’s head off if he hadn’t dodged. The grishnard king tried to bring his sword up again, but it was obvious that the wound had cost him the fine control necessary to fight properly.

“You’ll bleed to death without a dressing,” grated Percy. Louder, he shouted, “Drop your swords, all of you, or I kill him. Now!”

Silas caught movement from one of the side doors and was relieved to see his own people. Someone must have sounded the alarm, because they were bristling with weapons. Still, they hesitated with Adolphi’s sword so close to Ama.

“Yield!” thundered Percy.

Adolphi grunted something that sounded like, “Very well.”

He lowered his sword...and switched hands. It happened in the blink of an eye. The wily old soldier came in low under Percy’s guard, grazing his left ribs. The blow looked, at first, like a mistake. Percy whirled to make a lunge that might have skewered Adolphi through the kidney, but then it became apparent what Adolphi had done.

He’d sliced through Ama’s sling.

As she slid loose, Percy had to make a decision. He could hold onto his sword, or he could hold onto Ama, but he could not do both.

Percy’s sword clattered to the deck. He went to one knee to catch the baby and looked up just in time to see Adolphi draw back for the killing strike.

Silas shut his eyes.

The deck went absolutely quiet.

Then a roar went up that sounded strangely like a cheer. Gus’s arm was around Silas, shaking him as Gus bellowed something intelligible. Silas opened his eyes. Percy was still on one knee in the center of the onlookers. Adolphi Maijha was flat on the deck, a spreading pool of crimson around his head, an arrow in his throat.

Silas raised swimming eyes to the balcony above the access deck and saw a striped figure. He tried to wave. Felbane came swooping down to stand over Percy. Ama was howling with indignation at being nearly dropped, but the sound of her healthy cry was music to Silas’s ears.

Some of Adolphi’s people were still waving swords. Their Maijhan griffins were snarling at the ship’s griffins. Chaos threatened to ensue, and people might still die. “Skipper,” said Gus, “let’s get you out of here.”

“Percy—”

“He’s fine.”

“He’s not!”

Silas could see the blood soaking Percy’s shirt from here. Adolphi’s sideswipe had cut more than the sling. “Felbane will keep him safe,” said Gus in his ear. “Let’s get you off this deck before someone decides that you’ll make a good hostage.”

Gwain’s voice cut through the confusion. “My father, King Leopaard Maijha, would like a word with his people!”

That got everyone’s attention. The grishnards who’d come with Adolphi stared wide-eyed as Leopaard limped onto the deck. He’d cleaned up a bit and put on a fresh shirt and trousers. There was a long moment when Silas wondered whether anyone would even recognize him, and then one of the grishnards whispered, “Sire?”

And just like that, the fight was over. They laid down their weapons. Leopaard came around and spoke to them all in turn, quietly, and they went off meekly to the cells, even the griffins.

Silas did his best to supervise all this, and to pay attention while Cobalt gave him a report on the state of the ship. His brain felt like clogged gears, slipping in the rain.

At last, he found a moment to go check on Percy in the dispensary. He met Anaroo on the way. She had Ama with her. The baby was mewling miserably, having found the morning as stressful as everyone else had found it. Silas put his arms around both of them and let himself fall apart.
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Chapter 40. Remember
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Gerard had thought that the island in the dimensional room was a long way off, but they didn’t seem to travel far at all before they were stepping onto the sand. He knew the place—knew it from dreams and from waking life. It was Holovarus-4, the island where the three of them had taken their picnic during Silveo’s first visit to the Small Kingdoms. In his dreams, it had been on the edge of the Shores Beyond the World, and Thess had been chained to it.

She was dragging something now—silvery threads that clung to her body like spider web. Gerard saw that they were stuck to him as well, and to Silveo. Sunlight sparkled on the silver netting as the island came fully to life around them. The water shone a translucent aquamarine, clear to a great depth, dense with coral and lazily moving fish. The dunes gleamed white, flecked by the deep green and the warm brown of seagrass.

Beyond the dunes, Gerard caught sight of the distant land from his dreams—massive trees reaching up into the sky, inviting shade beneath, little paths that might lead to anywhere. The wind carried scents of pine and loam and some indefinable essence that Gerard had only ever tasted in dreams.

Thessalyn sat down on top of a dune, and Gerard and Silveo sat beside her. Thess’s eyes were still milk white. He could tell that she was listening and sniffing, not looking.

And yet she was looking. Through their eyes. Gerard could feel it, although he couldn’t have explained how. Thessalyn was seeing the Shores Beyond the World through Gerard and Silveo, processing what she was seeing with their minds.

After a moment, she said, “I could go now. I couldn’t before, but I could now.”

Gerard’s hand clenched in hers. “Then take us with you. Or take me, at least. I’ve had a really interesting twenty-seven years. I think I’ve lived about four lives. It’s enough.”

He looked past her at Silveo, still wearing the festival clothes he’d worn to rescue Leopaard. The knees of his linen trousers were ruined, and one lacy cuff was torn. The collar ruffled in the wind. He said, “I’ve been ready to run away with you two since the first time we came here.”

Thessalyn laughed and the otherworldly stillness left her face. Her nose crinkled and she looked her age again. “Would you really have done that? I don’t think so.”

“Maybe not. Too scared. The night of the festival I would have.”

“I wish I had tried,” said Gerard. “I came so close to putting both of you in the Meerkat and running.”

Thessalyn looked thoughtful. “You think you won’t love each other anymore if we break the link. But that’s just not true, Gerard. This started long before Dakar made that bridge.”

Gerard thought about carrying Silveo back to the ship after he’d been poisoned in Mance. He thought about the clothes Silveo had purchased for both of them, his concern for their reputations and their safety, the way he’d begged Gerard to leave. He thought about Silveo’s face after Gerard returned from the spider bite, Gerard’s immediate instinct to pick him up and hold him.

If I admitted that I was attracted to you before you started talking in my head, what would that mean?

“Thess, I wanted so badly to be a good husband to you.”

She squeezed his hand. “I know that, Gerard.”

Silveo was fidgeting with his tail in uncharacteristic discomfort. “I kissed Gerard in the lodge, and I shouldn’t have. I was drunk, but I knew better. I’m sorry.”

Thess put an arm around him. “You are forgiven. But give me some credit; I had an idea we might end up like this.”

Silveo raised one eyebrow. “Did you really?”

Thess gave a sad laugh and ran a finger through the silver netting. It created an odd ringing in Gerard’s ears. “Alright, not like this. But I thought...I don’t know. That you are an unconventional person, and that our friendship with you might go to unconventional places. I wasn’t unhappy about that.”

Gerard felt a sense of returning peace. No matter what happened, they would somehow be alright. “So where does that leave us? Walking off together to the Shores Beyond the World?”

Thessalyn sighed. “So many people would miss you, especially Dakar. She may be a very powerful person one day. She might be a lot like her mother. These experiences she’s having right now, learning to love people... They matter. They might matter more than you can imagine.”

Silveo snorted. “I think you might be a very powerful person someday. The Seer of Azure Bay, they’d call you, and people would come from leagues around to hear you sing and listen to your counsel. You’d be the new goddess in their temple, and I must say you’d be a massive improvement over the last one.”

Thessalyn giggled—her little girl laugh that Gerard loved more than he could say. “I think you might be overstating my qualities.”

“I think he’s center of the mark,” said Gerard.

“And you’d stay with me in Azure Bay?” she queried. “With Dakar, helping to make a community for the wyverns there?”

Gerard considered this.

“I think you’ll want to help Holovarus,” said Thessalyn. “I think they will end up on the new trade routes that will develop between Wefrivain and the Sunkissed Isles. They’ll need an ambassador to negotiate with other islands and look out for their interests. You like that work. You’re good at it. And Silveo can keep captaining the Fang and sailing you about. There’ll be pirates to deal with, what with so much money and goods going back and forth. You’ll learn to use those new guns; you’ll stay busy. And I suppose I might want to tour now and then.”

Gerard pulled her into his lap and put both arms around her. Silveo scooted over beside them. “You make this future sound so real,” he said into her hair, “but Dakar said we’ll lose our memories if we break the link, and you’ll die if we don’t.”

“You’ll lose access to some memories,” said Thessalyn softly, “times and places when you were using the bond a great deal. But I think... I’m almost sure...that I can give them back to you. Because you’ll still be linked to me.”

“Worth a try,” said Silveo.

Thessalyn tightened an arm around him. “It is a risk. You might lose...”

Silveo snorted. “Just go ahead and say it: all the sex.”

“Well...”

“I won’t lie; that link does make fucking pretty great.”

Gerard could feel his cheeks burning, but he was trying to be honest. With himself and everyone else. “It does.”

Thessalyn snickered. “You might have to save that kind of...er...fucking for when I’m around.”

Silveo brightened. “It’ll still work then?”

“I think so. But it’s not like I can test any of this, and I’m really not sure—”

“Do it,” said Silveo. “Worth the risk.”

“We could go on to the Shores Beyond the World together. Without breaking anything.”

Gerard thought about Dakar, waiting tearfully on the edge of the nothingness of the dimensional room. He thought about his father and Jaleel and Elizabet and the nephew he hadn’t met yet. They would be so happy if we came back. He thought about Belvedere and Mouse and how much they loved Silveo. He thought about the crew of the Fang, about Gwain and Marlo and Felbane and Anaroo and Silas and all the friends who would miss them.

I may feel old at twenty-seven. But I’m not. We could have a lot more adventures ahead of us. He reached across Thess and tried to gather Silveo up, too. That made them both laugh.

“If we don’t get those memories back,” said Gerard, “we’ll just have to make new ones.”

“Agreed,” said Silveo.

Thessalyn took a deep breath. “Alright.” She put her fingers to the silver threads, plucked one, and it resonated like a harp string. “Sorry. This may be a bit uncomfortable...”

*  *  *  *
[image: image]


Gerard opened his eyes. He was walking through a starry night.

“I—I’m...”

Thessalyn squeezed his hand. “It’s alright.” She was striding beside him, gaunt, but standing straight, her white-streaked blond hair swaying in time to her easy steps. Her grip reminded him of her nimble fingers on a harp.

“I chose something...” said Gerard muzzily.

“You did. Hold on, love.”

Silveo was walking on the other side of Thess. Gerard had a sudden, panicky urge to pick him up and make sure... Make sure of something.

Silveo spoke out of the darkness. “Gerard...?”

“Hold on,” said Thess.

“Where are we?”

“Give me a moment,” said Thess.

Dakar was suddenly in front of them, looking like a little foxling once more. Gerard remembered that she’d been waiting for them to do...whatever it was they were doing. To his surprise, she wasn’t alone. She was talking to a young grishnard man in ragged festival clothes. He turned towards them, and Gerard was dumbstruck. “Cousin Philip?”

“It’s Phil the Pill,” piped up Silveo and then he seemed chagrined that he’d said it aloud.

Gerard understood. For some reason, it seemed as though Silveo should have been able to speak in some other way. But that made no sense.

“You’re alive,” croaked Dakar. She looked like she wanted to hug them, but hung back, scanning their faces.

“They’re a little confused right now,” said Thess, “but I think I can fix it. What’s Philip Malabar doing here?”

“Well,” said Dakar, “he found this place by accident when the leopons and jagers were holding him hostage. They told us that he vanished aboard ship, and we thought they lied about it or that he fell overboard. Turns out, they were right. It’s pretty amazing that he’s still here. I would have thought he’d have wandered into the void by now.”

“Maybe he has,” said Thessalyn thoughtfully. “Maybe part of him did.”

“Hopefully the asshole part of him,” said Silveo, in what Gerard still found to be a shockingly out-loud voice.

Cousin Phillip didn’t seem offended. He looked around at them, wide-eyed as a child. “Are you real?”

“We’re real,” said Thessalyn gently.

“I want to go home.”

“We can help with that,” said Gerard. “Aunt Porsha will be happy to see you.”

As they started back towards the door, Silveo said, “Why does my head feel so empty?”

“Well...do you remember that time you almost jumped into the sea in the Lawless Lands?” asked Thess. “Dakar fished you out?”

Silveo looked up at her with a trace of resentment. His pale blue eyes gleamed in the low light. “A moment of weakness. I got better. What does that have to do with right now?”

“Because of this...” said Thessalyn, and Gerard heard a noise. It vibrated inside his head like a plucked harp string. And he remembered... The gray beach, Silveo’s eyes, reflecting the gray of the sky, the gray of despair. Thessalyn’s voice continued as though at a distance: “Dakar saw that there was something in each of your minds that she could connect. So she did. She made a bridge.”

Gerard remembered hearing Silveo’s voice in his head for the first time, the colors, the awkwardness, the startling intimacy, the pleasure and affection and closeness. How could I forget?

Gerard looked down and saw Silveo staring at him round-eyed, tail fluffed. He opened his mouth, shut it again, looked back at Thessalyn. His voice came out in a whisper, full of naked curiosity. “Then what happened?”

Thessalyn’s smile fairly lit up the darkness. She muttered to herself, “It worked.” Then she said, “Let’s go put on dry clothes and get in bed, and then I’ll tell you.”
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Chapter 41. Stay
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Gwain woke to the familiar sensation of a bat snuffling his hair. “Tzu?” he said groggily, and then, with sudden clarity, “Tzu!” She came into focus in front of his nose, sitting on his chest. “My friend, you came back.”

“Of course I came back! My home is with you! Only I returned to the harbor, and the Cormorant had gone and you had gone and there was a storm, and I couldn’t find you!”

Gwain hugged her and sat up. He blinked the sleep out of his eyes and looked around the guestroom. Andromache had been with him when he’d gone to bed, but she wasn’t here now. Gwain guessed from the skylight that it must be afternoon, though still stormy. “Have you been to see Felbane?” he asked.

Tzu backed up to the edge of his bed, ears flicking nervously. “Yes.”

Gwain spoke as gently as possible. “He said he is incubating your egg.”

Tzu looked a little hunted.

Gwain wondered if this was what it was like to have a teenaged daughter. He tried the direct approach. “I’m...not angry. I’d just like to know.”

Tzu fidgeted. “You tried to return me to the bat colonies once.”

Gwain nodded. “I thought you would be happier.”

“But I don’t fit in there.”

“Yes, you’ve told me. I...I’ve made you into an unnatural creature.”

Tzu hissed at him. “I am natural! I am happy!”

Gwain was taken aback. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“I am natural,” repeated Tzu. “But maybe not quite...” She fidgeted again. “Not quite usual. I want to have bat-things and I want to have...this life that you brought me into. Felbane is my friend and he is pleased to help me raise the egg. So I have taken a bat mate, but we did not partner. I have partnered with Felbane for the rearing of my egg.” She looked at Gwain defiantly, her little ears flicking.

“I am happy for you,” said Gwain.

Tzu seemed to deflate a little. “Will you miss me?”

Gwain smiled sadly. “I will miss you tremendously. But I thought for a moment you’d gone away forever into the jungle without saying goodbye, so...”

“Oh!” Tzu crept forward into his lap. “I would never do such a thing.”

Gwain stroked her head. He supposed it felt to her like a mother bat, licking a baby. “Will you let me see the infant when it hatches?”

“Of course. Only I don’t know whether we will be in the same place. If you stay in Whileaway.”

“Why would I stay—?” began Gwain, and then caught sight of Andromache’s shadow in the doorway. She leaned against the frame, her crimson hair falling around her face. She looked tired, but happy. Gwain forgot what he’d been going to say.

Tzu got up primly and made for the exit. “Your fossa friend told me where to find you,” she said to Andromache in the doorway. “He is easily bribed and not to be trusted.”

“Gods, don’t I know it,” said Andromache. “What did you bribe him with?”

“Rat fetuses.”

“He does like those.”

“They were Gwain’s.”

Gwain sputtered. “Stay out of my cabinets!” he shouted at Tzu. He looked up at Andromache apologetically. “She is going to keep antagonizing you.”

Andromache shrugged and smiled. “Your father is sleeping. The cough medicine Marlie made for him is working. I doubt he’s slept this well in a year. Marlie thinks he will recover, although it might take months.”

Gwain let out a long breath. Something deep inside him unclenched.

“I’m going to take the news to your stepmother and half-brother as soon as the storm abates,” continued Andromache. “I was wondering whether you want to come with me.”

“Oh...” Gwain scratched his head. He scooted to the edge of the bed and searched for his trousers. “To tell you the truth, we’ve never met. I was deeply involved with the faun Resistance by the time my father married. I was something of a notorious pirate by the time Lorenz was born. There was never any reason for our paths to cross.”

Andromache cocked her head. Gwain busied himself getting dressed.

“They’re nice people,” she said at last. “I think you would like them.” After a moment, she added, “He likes catching frogs—the little boy. He was asking me what they are called.”

Gwain stopped with his fingers in the buttons of his shirt.

“Your stepmother has had to make many of adjustments in the last two years,” said Andromache. “But she has learned to keep a cottage, skin a muntjac deer, and clean a fish. She is not a complainer. They are going to be ecstatic that Leopaard is alive, and I think they would welcome you into that celebration. You helped bring it about.”

Gwain felt strangely agitated. He sat back down on the bed, staring at nothing. At last, he glanced at Andromache and smiled crookedly. “You know them better than I do.”

She sat down beside him. “Why is that?”

Silence.

“Do you feel like it’s a betrayal of your faun heritage,” she asked, “to embrace your grishnard family?”

“That world rejected me,” said Gwain with a bitterness that surprised him. “Every time it rears its head, it’s a trick. Like my uncle, looking for ways to exploit me. I’m a potential threat to Lorenz’s inheritance. Why would his mother want anything to do with me? Why would he? Once he’s old enough to understand?”

Andromache laughed. “Gwain, you’re a legend. You’re...something out of a storybook to these people! Your stepmother would welcome you. Your brother would worship you.”

Gwain didn’t have a rational response, so he said nothing.

“You’d rather write about big ideas than think about little ones,” said Andromache with more patience than he knew he deserved. “I understand. But you only get one family. Do you know what I’d give to learn anything at all about my wyvern father?”

When he still didn’t respond, she leaned back on her hands and said, “Well. I heard talk of an expedition into the volcano when the weather clears. I’ve been up here before, but never on two legs, never with a collecting basket. There is a species of hiving bird in the caves, and I’d love a specimen.”

Gwain perked up. “Hiving bird?”

“Yes, they behave like bees, with a single queen and many sterile drones.”

“Fascinating. When are we going down?”

“Whenever the weather clears. Are you hungry? I believe dinner is about to be served in the crew’s mess. Your bat was also talking about viper bird colonies in the caves and possibly bush falcons, so we’ll have to be careful.”

Gwain grinned. “Andromache,” he said as she was turning away.

“Yes?”

“You were amazing last night.”

She let out a huff of air. “Everyone was amazing. But we were barely amazing enough. Is Captain Ackleby perfectly mad? When he set out the third time with the sailboat leaking light gas, I thought you were all doomed.”

Gwain chuckled. “He made it, didn’t he?”

Andromache shook her head. “Everything they say about airship captains is true.”

“He certainly got your money’s worth out of that whispering roach,” said Gwain playfully, and Andromache put her hand over her mouth to avoid waking people in the next room.

Gwain got up and straightened his clothes. “I’ll come eat.” He took a deep breath. “You really think my grishnard family would be pleased to meet me?”

“I do.”

“Then I’d like to go with you...when you take them the news about Leopaard.”

Andromache grinned at him. “You’re making the right decision.”

“So you keep hinting.”

“Shall we take them a whispering roach?”

“Let’s not get carried away. A jar of frogs for my first visit.”

“A bottle of wine is traditional, but this is you, so I think frogs will be fine.”

“Oh, gods.” Gwain was suddenly overcome with anxiety. “They are going to hate me.”

“They are going to love you,” said Andromache. “Because I do. And I’m not easy.” She kissed him on the cheek and Gwain floated out the door and off to dinner.

*  *  *  *
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Percy came to himself with the sense that he’d been talking for some time. He had no idea what he’d been saying, but he was too comfortable to worry about that. He had his head on Silas’s chest. He knew this, too, as though he’d known it for a while. They were cozy in a hammock. Silas had both arms around him, one warm hand against his right shoulder, the other against the back of his head.

Percy said, “I’ve been drafting a letter to my wife. I think I’m going to give her the estate. I’ll sign it over to her completely, and then I’ll give her the divorce papers, so that she can execute them in that order. Then nobody can take it away from her. And it won’t land on the children prematurely, which could be bad for them.”

Silas shifted beneath him. He tipped Percy’s chin up to regard him narrowly in the dim glow of the infirmary skylights. “Percy?”

“Yes?”

“You’re sounding almost lucid.”

“Have I not been?”

Silas gave a ragged laugh and let his head fall back onto the pillow. Percy put his cheek back down on Silas’s collarbone. It occurred to him that this was a rather public place for cuddling. “Do you remember the fight?” asked Silas

Percy thought about it. “Anaroo shot Adolphi, didn’t she? She must have been waiting for a clear shot the entire time. I should have dropped my sword sooner.”

Silas’s grip tightened convulsively on his shoulder. Percy could not help but take pleasure in that.

“I remember being helped in here...” continued Percy. “Marlie had to stitch up my side. Ye gods, I remember it hurt. She gave me some poppy.”

“She thought you might have a tolerance to the drug,” said Silas in his storm-roughened voice. “Because you took so much when you were healing from losing your hand. Except it’s been a while, so you didn’t really have any tolerance at all. You became confused. You wouldn’t stay in your hammock. You nearly tore your wound open again.”

“Oh, dear. I am sorry.” Percy thought for a moment, foggy memories tangling together. “But you’re here...and I’d never get out of a hammock with you in it.”

Silas put a hand over his face and laughed again.

Percy felt chagrined. “Is that why you got in here with me? I’m sorry, Silas, I’m not thinking clearly. Have I already said all of this ten times?”

Silas stopped laughing. He put his arm back around Percy, one hand settling on Percy’s hip. Percy felt certain that he would never ever get out of a hammock with Silas doing that. “I am tediously predictable, aren’t I?”

Silas didn’t respond, except to stroke the back of Percy’s head.

The light coming from above looked like early evening, muted by clouds. It occurred to Percy that Silas had been here with him all day, in this rather compromising position, with who knew how many people walking in and out of the room. “Did I do anything embarrassing? Did you get any sleep?”

“I slept,” said Silas. He took a deep breath. “If anyone is a cause for embarrassment, it’s me. I’ve asked you to creep about long enough. We’re certainly not fooling anybody, and it’s a little painful to watch intelligent people pretending to be stupid in order to preserve my dignity. I’d like to...clarify your role in my life.”

Percy felt a sudden queasiness in the pit of his stomach. He’s going to tell me that having me in his cabin has been a pleasant adventure, but now it’s time to go back to my own cabin, and possibly my own ship. Be a grownup, Percy. You knew you were pushing him. You’ve gotten more of Silas this summer than you ever thought you’d get. You are not going to cry. You are not.

And yet, his treasonous mouth opened, desperate to stave off what Silas was about to say for a few seconds longer. “I can take the paperwork to my wife myself, get out of your way for a while. I know I was causing problems with Gus, and he’s your best friend. He deserves better. I don’t want to upend your life, Silas, I really don’t. I don’t want to undermine your authority on your ship or the respect of your crew, and I never meant to keep you here in an infirmary hammock with me all day—”

“Percy...” Silas scooted down a fraction, so that Percy’s head was just under his chin. “If that’s what you want, then...I won’t stop you, but...”

Percy swallowed. “What do you want?”

There was a moment’s pause. Then Silas spoke right against his ear, his voice soft and rough. “Stay. Be here. Be mine. In public. Drag me to the theater and introduce me to new friends. Play cards with me and teach me to dance and give my wife something to giggle about. Help raise my child, fly airships with me, improve my sense of fashion. Get drunk with Gus and celebrate our victories and mourn our losses, and don’t leave, Percy. Please.”

Percy turned his face into Silas’s shirt halfway through his speech. His hand fisted in the fabric as he struggled to breathe.

Silas rubbed his back and continued in a whisper, “But please don’t ever get stabbed for me again.” His tired voice cracked. “I hate seeing you hurt. I can’t stand it.”

Percy felt featherlight and warm down to his toes. He wished he could get the knot out of his throat so that he could speak.

“When you were confused,” whispered Silas, “you kept telling me about some dream you were having. The weather would be beautiful whenever I was around, but then I would go away, and everything was awful. You kept pleading with me not to go, and it was heartbreaking...”

“Sorry,” Percy managed.

“Do not apologize to me.”

“I’m not sorry, then. And the world is never so bright when you’re not around.”

“I don’t understand why. I seem peculiarly prone to hurting you and getting you hurt.”

Percy just smiled.

“Are you really going to give your inheritance away?”

“Not the part that’s actually mine,” said Percy. “Money that’s in the bank in my name, I’ll keep. I can still pay for the repairs to the Cormorant. But I thought about it, and I don’t want the Bellwater fortune. I truly do not deserve it. I’m likely to make a mess with the money. And I don’t want to supervise that estate or spend time in that house. But I got to thinking... If a kid didn’t have so many bad memories associated with the place...it might be a pretty wonderful spot to grow up.”

“I do think you should go and see them,” said Silas, “your children, I mean. And your wife. Ex-wife. But if you wait a bit, I’ll come with you. Unless you think it can’t wait.”

“Oh, my visit can wait indefinitely. I think the whole thing will go better if I send Layjen. Especially if I send divorce papers. I think she’ll marry him.”

“Really?” asked Silas in surprise.

Percy shrugged. “Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe she’s changed. But I don’t think so. He certainly hasn’t.”

A moment’s silence. “I assume you would tell me if Ama was at all injured?” ventured Percy.

He could hear the smile in Silas’s voice. “She’s fine. A little cranky. Balthazar is fine as well.”

Percy burst out laughing. “He’s a cockroach. He’s practically indestructible.”

“We found him under one of the crates,” continued Silas. “Gus carried him with great ceremony in cupped hands back to his tank.”

Percy laughed again. “Gus carried him bare-handed?”

“He did.”

“Well, I suppose Balthazar is destined for a long and pampered life. He will certainly be my favorite cockroach forever and always.”

The door to the infirmary opened, and the click-clack of hooves announced the arrival of a faun. Anaroo poked her head over the side of the hammock. Percy beamed up at her. “My hero.”

Anaroo had clearly gotten some sleep, some food, and a bath. Her clothes were neat, her mismatched eyes warm and bright. “My loves. I am glad to see you looking lucid, Percy. Silas, I was coming to see if you wanted to use the privy. I thought I might trade places with you, but it looks like that may not be necessary.”

“You can still trade places with him,” said Percy.

“I do need to use the privy,” admitted Silas. “And then I need to talk to Gus.”

Percy shifted so that Silas could get up. “Anaroo, come tell me about shooting that vicious bastard. Should I have dropped my sword sooner?”

She gave a shaky laugh. “I don’t know about that.”

Silas got out of the hammock. Percy sat up enough to demonstrate to himself that he did, indeed, have quite a lot of stitches in his left side. They were just waiting for an excuse to blaze with pain. In spite of this, he felt drunk on joy. Anaroo settled down beside him, and they talked about the past, the future, and the merits of whispering cockroaches.
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Chapter 42. Brothers

[image: image]


It took Silas a while to find Gus. He wasn’t on the foggy upper deck or in the gearbox or in the officers’ mess.

Silas paused briefly in the galley to assemble a small meal for himself. The crew had already eaten, and there wasn’t much to do now that they were safely tucked away from the storm. Silas caught the sound of a fiddle somewhere in the direction of the forecastle. The rattle of dice, the shuffle of cards, and the sounds of people telling stories drifted through the ship.

In Gus’s cabin, the children were building airship models on the floor, with Theseus batting at neglected pieces. Glossy and Marlie had their heads together over the table, creating illustrations for some sort of medical textbook that they wanted Gwain to print.

“Gus ate dinner with us a quarter watch ago,” said Glossy. “I’m not sure where he went after that.”

“He had your telescope,” added Marlie. “I thought he was going to give it back.”

Silas had a mental image of Gus peeking into the hammock in the dispensary and then tip-toeing away. He sighed. “If you see him, tell him I’d like a word.” He realized that this might sound ominous and added, “I want to thank him.”

Glossy smiled. “We’ll tell him when he comes in.”

Sunset was still half a watch off, but it was hard to tell in the otherworldly twilight of the cloud-shrouded cone. Storm winds were still battering the island, but the rain had slackened, sending only the occasional spitting patter against the windows and skylights. Silas tried to think where Gus would have gone with his telescope.

And then he knew.

Silas trotted down through the corridors, past the guest cabins, where Gwain and Andromache and Leopaard were sleeping, past the cabin where Gerard, Silveo, and Thessalyn were laughing and talking in low voices, down through the access decks, into the hold, and then lower, descending the steep corridor that led to the Cormorant’s keelhead basket.

Silas had loved the keelhead basket of the Scarlet Albatross. It had been just far enough from the activity of the ship to give him privacy and space to think, as well as a place to smoke poppy undisturbed. On the larger Cormorant, though, the keelhead basket was too far away from all the important activities of the ship for a captain to spend much time there. Silas wasn’t smoking poppy anymore, and he needed to be within earshot of a baby’s cry, so he hadn’t been in the Cormorant’s basket more than a handful of times that summer.

This was a wonderful evening for a visit, though. As he descended into the open latticed section of the stairway through the keel, he caught a glimpse of the sunset through a break in the clouds. The mist remained haloed in ethereal light, even after the clouds closed again. Streamers of fog drifted through the latticed stairs. Everything dripped, and the air was cool and fresh.

Silas spotted Gus at last—a hulking shadow in the basket, looking aft. Silas was familiar with the view. At that angle, one couldn’t see the airship at all. It felt like floating above the ground, like flying.

Silas slowed as he came down the last of the stairs. He wondered whether he shouldn’t disturb his friend after all. Gus had captained the ship through a difficult ordeal, and captains needed their space.

Then he caught a flash of metal and realized that Gus was looking through Silas’s telescope at the jungle floor and the inner walls of the volcano’s cone. Curiosity overcame him. Silas trotted down the last of the steps and came to stand at the railing.

“See anything interesting?”

Gus lowered the glass as though coming out of a reverie and looked at him.

They’d spoken, of course, since the fight with Adolphi Maijha. Sideways apologies and overtures of goodwill, but there hadn’t been time to truly talk.

Gus cleared his throat. “Well...yes. Gwain’s winged-wolf mentioned colonies of viper birds and bush falcons in the volcano’s cone. The guano is supposed to be valuable. I know it spoils in the wet, but it sounds like dry caves run back up into the mountain, so...”

Silas smiled. “Finding gainful employment for us in Whileaway?”

“It might pay the bills.”

This was sailing a little too close to their original argument, and they both realized it at once. “I’m seeing all kinds of other things down there,” said Gus quickly. “Animals and butterflies and birds. I don’t even know what I’m looking at half the time. Here.”

He handed Silas the telescope, and after a moment’s scanning, he was treated to the sight of a bush falcon strutting along the edge of a crag. “Gods, they’re enormous,” breathed Silas. “I’m not sure I want to go looking for that creature’s dung.”

Gus shrugged. “Their feathers are supposed to be valuable, and I’ve spotted those just lying around on the ground. Aside from wild animals, nothing but an airship could get up here. It’s untouched jungle.”

Silas nodded slowly. “We’ll certainly have to mount a collecting expedition when the weather clears.” A bank of fog rolled through the keelhead basket, completely engulfing them for a moment, and Silas lowered the telescope.

“How’s Percy?” asked Gus.

“Better,” said Silas. He took a deep breath. “Much happier now that I’ve told him there’s no need to keep pretending he doesn’t sleep in my cabin.”

Gus smiled.

Silas looked at his hands on the rail. He chose his words with care. “Gus...when you fell from the mainmast last fall and hit your head...there was a moment when we didn’t think we’d get you back. When you finally woke, I came into the dispensary to see you. You said, ‘Did I scare you, brother?’” Silas glanced at Gus. “Do you remember that?”

Gus frowned. “It’s all pretty murky for that first day after I hit my head...”

Silas waved a hand. “You were repeating yourself, asking the same questions over and over. I’m not surprised you don’t remember it. I guess I didn’t handle your confusion well, because Marlie sent me out of the dispensary, and then Anaroo kept me busy. Anyway, what you said...it was accurate. You did scare me. And you’re the closest thing to family I have.”

“Aww....” Gus reached to put an arm around him, but Silas held up a hand.

“I’m not finished. Gus, you should have had your own ship a long time ago. I should be paying you three times what I do to keep you sailing with me. I don’t think you’ve ever asked for a raise in the twenty odd years we’ve worked together.”

“Skipper—”

“I am going to retreat into my arbitrary and unearned authority in order to insist that you let me finish,” said Silas.

Gus burst out laughing. “Only a lunatic would say it’s unearned.”

“But arbitrary. A convenient way to silence my friends when they are trying to tell me things I need to hear.”

Gus gave his shoulder a squeeze. “I have always been so very proud to be your first mate, Silas. I went from the lower deck of a disreputable smuggler, to an airship officer under the cleverest skipper in the entire crescent. There has never been a moment when I didn’t think I was the luckiest bastard afloat.”

Silas felt like a heel. “You have given your unreserved loyalty and considerable mental and physical talents to a captain who takes you for granted and has stood in the way of your advancement.”

“Advancement to what?” asked Gus with genuine bewilderment.

“A ship, a home, independence.”

“The Albatross was home, and I miss her. If you mean a home ashore, turns out Glossy doesn’t need my help buying a house. And as for independence, I don’t much like being the god of this little world. I don’t know how you stand the pressure. But I will say that it’s good to know I could captain the ship in a pinch. I wouldn’t have had the nerve if Percy hadn’t insisted. I tried to get him to take command, but he wouldn’t do it.”

Silas choked on a laugh. “Percy knows his limits. He’s never done the kind of work you and I did in the Albatross.”

Gus grinned. “He told me I’d been ‘performing feats at the ragged edge of airship capabilities' my whole career.”

“You have.”

“Because of you. You sank an airship for me, Silas! Don’t tell me you don’t care; I know better.”

Silas screwed his eyes shut. “I did and I do. But I can also be a selfish asshole, and keeping you here has been more about what I needed than what you needed. Percy told me that you think I sacked you.”

“Didn’t you?” Now his voice was unmistakably guarded.

Silas winced. “I cannot tell you exactly what was going through my head in that moment, but I can say that it should be impossible for me to sack you, Gus. You’ve been a fully engaged business partner to me since the second year we sailed together, taking all the same risks and asking nothing. If Leopaard gives me papers for this ship, I want your name on them as joint owner. On this ship and all future ships if we continue to work together.”

Gus’s mouth fell open. After a moment, he said in a small voice, “You’re...giving me half your ship?” They’d known each other too long for Silas to pretend it was nothing. Gus knew exactly what having a ship meant to him, what owning her meant.

“I...” Gus’s eyes misted. “What about Percy? What about Anaroo?”

“Percy and Anaroo are content with their roles in my life. This is not their role; it’s yours. If you want it. But I will understand if you would prefer to have your own ship. Maybe even this one. I may not stay here.”

Gus looked overwhelmed. “Skipper—”

“Silas.”

“Brother,” said Gus, and that really did make it difficult for Silas to keep his composure. “I would be unspeakably honored to share—gods, I can’t believe I’m saying this—ownership of any vessel you sail.” He swallowed. “I will be devastated if I’m not your first mate.”

Silas shut his eyes, the sense of relief filling his body like poppy smoke.

Gus gave him a shake. “And you could just say you’re sorry instead of trying to give me your whole world, you prickly old bilge cat. Speaking of which. I met my mother in town recently.” He hesitated. “That’s another story. Anyway, I put a few things together that Glossy said about fossa-ha. How they’ve got bloody great spines on their pricks. Worse than... Well, anyway, I asked my mother how the working girls deal with such things, and she showed me this sleeve that they make out of a seal’s bladder. Supposed to prevent pregnancy, but Mother said it doesn’t work much for that. Works great for making a rough ride into smooth sailing, though. I thought you might... I mean, I thought Percy might... Well, I thought I would just share this information.”

Silas felt certain that he must be glowing crimson in the dim light. “Thank you,” was all he could manage. I’m sure that Percy will, in fact, appreciate this information.

“Why do you think you might not be sailing the Cormorant?” asked Gus in a merciful change of subject. “Is Leopaard not wanting to give her to you?”

“I’m sure he’ll give her to me,” said Silas. “But I’m not actually sure she makes a good working airship. The more we get to know her, the more odd and dangerous she seems. I think she really may belong in a museum. According to Leopaard, the dimensional room you found is expanding. He says they don’t know how to stop it, but the more it expands, the more prone it seems to sucking people inside, never to be seen again. The best engineers in Maijha have looked at it, and they have no idea what would happen if the ship were to sink or explode. It might create a sort of...hole in reality.”

“Gods.” Gus leaned against the railing. “And to think I was just bumping and scraping up the canyon in her.”

Silas laughed. “To think we’ve sailed her to the edge of the known world, engaged in gun fire on her decks, and set fire to a harbor.”

“We do push our luck, don’t we?”

“Well, we are disreputable pirates, one step from a noose according to recent analysis.”

Gus burst out laughing. “But you are also the favorite pen-pal of a jager lord, who wants to put you in charge of the airship academy. You’re wearing too many hats, Skipper.”

Silas laughed with him.

In a more serious voice, Gus said, “I know you’ve always wanted free run of that airship school, but I can’t imagine you teaching instead of sailing.”

Silas shook his head. “Agreed. Ky wanted to hire me for a similar role when we parted ways in the Small Kingdoms, but it felt too much like...like being indebted to Culowen Reza again. And besides, jagers took the Albatross from me. I was still feeling a bit bitter about that when we spoke. But, Ky is a prescient creature, and I’m afraid he listened rather too well...”

Gus’s eyebrows rose. “How’s that?”

“He’s dredged up the Albatross’s keelhead.”

Gus looked astonished. “Our old keelhead? Really? She didn’t burn?”

“Not completely. There are some fragments of her hull intact, too. He wants me to come help reinstate the airship academy, but not necessarily teach fulltime. He’s preposing to help me rebuild the Scarlet Albatross, using any original material that survived.”

“Oh!” Gus looked almost hungry.

Silas grew more animated. “He thought I might do it right there in the hangar at Port Caraway. I’d have access to the school’s library and archives, blueprints from a majority of the airships ever constructed...”

“Would you put in a gravity-fed water heating system like the Cormorant’s?” interrupted Gus. “I think that’s a fantastic innovation.”

“Yes!” exclaimed Silas. “Some of the mechanisms for the lights, too, although not that ghastly second gearbox, and I really do not want a keel that spits fire.”

“You’d want our old reverse ballonet pumps, though.”

“Naturally.”

“What about the size of the ship?”

“About the same size as the old Albatross. Perhaps a slightly improved layout, but I prefer medium-sized cutters to massive yachts.”

“The light gas capture chamber?”

“Absolutely. That would make airship travel in general much safer. The light gas monopoly has done everyone a disservice in keeping those secrets.”

They both stopped talking for a moment, conscious of the assumptions they were making. Gus cleared his throat. “I miss the Albatross so much. I miss you and me sailing her.”

Silas grinned at him in the last of the evening light. “You helped me build her once. Would you like to do it again?”
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Epilogue. Bellwater Bay – One Year Later
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Percy managed to avoid his ex-wife and children for an entire afternoon upon his return to his ancestral home. Glossy and Marlie went in to visit with the lady of the house, but Layjen offered to show anyone who liked around the grounds. Silas and Anaroo remained with Percy, much to his relief, with Ama in tow.

The house had changed, of course, but not so much that Percy couldn’t still imagine his father’s sonorous growl in the corridors, or the chatter of his older brothers, who always had each other, and never knew quite what to do with the much younger Percy. His mother had been affectionate when he was little, but plagued by bouts of melancholy as he grew older. She was rarely sober by the time he went off to the academy. The house on Bellwater Bay had been a lonely place for Percy and the practice yard a source of pain and humiliation.

During his school years, Percy had taken care to prevent Silas from ever joining him at home or crossing paths with his parents. He’d never vocalized a reason, but now it seemed obvious. This house had been the storm. Silas and the academy had been a ship, a sanctuary. Percy hadn’t wanted to risk swamping that boat.

The storm was over now. Parts of the house and grounds had burned, and Layjen pointed out the damage as they walked. The estate’s village had burned to its foundations, and was now derelict. Apparently Melwa wanted to rebuild the village as a refuge for the displaced. Percy listened in some surprise as Layjen outlined the details. “There would be an orphanage, of course. Lots of displaced children after the unrest. But many Haplagian cities are currently burdened with adults, too, who’ve lost everything and don’t know how to get back on their feet. We would help match them with employment, teach them skills if they don’t have any. The island’s new government is eager to work with us. There are plenty of royals involved who’d like to rebuild some goodwill and find new places for themselves in society.”

Well, that last bit does sound like Melwa, thought Percy. He had no doubt that Bellwater Bay would end up at the center of the island’s power and wealth, orphanages and refugee shelters notwithstanding.

I’m not being fair to her, thought Percy. If she were as cold as I make her out to be, she wouldn’t have married her hunti sweetheart.

Layjen looked completely at home in the grandeur of Percy’s family seat. He was dressed somewhere between a country gentleman and a fashionable bookkeeper. Percy imagined him quietly going along behind Melwa’s flash and glitter, working out the details of her schemes, talking to people, running the numbers, making it happen. A lot like what he did for me, I suppose.

Layjen smiled as he talked—a quiet smile that never quite went away even when he was staring off into the distance. You’ve made this house a home. I’m glad someone has. What can I possibly bring here, except a shadow on your happiness? I shouldn’t have come...

Anaroo fell back a pace as they toured the gardens. Ama was toddling now, but she couldn’t walk for long, and they took turns carrying her. Anaroo leaned over to Percy and said, “Are you alright?”

“Yes.” Do I not look it?

“We don’t have to stay.”

“Oh, but we do,” said Percy firmly.

The Defiance would be arriving that evening, along with the Fang. It would be the first reunion of the Cormorant’s crew since they parted ways last summer. Percy knew that Anaroo was looking forward to seeing Gwain and hearing about his collecting expeditions with Andromache. She had been trading letters with her zed friends from the Defiance, too. “Don’t you have plans to discuss regarding Silas’s valley on Ashbeak? Some kind of camping trip?”

“I can talk to them about it another time,” said Anaroo.

Percy glanced involuntarily at the Honeytail—rebuilt with a sturdier keel, floating serenely over the bay. We could just fly off into the sunset. Silas wouldn’t even make me explain. “No,” he said aloud. “I am being a coward.”

Anaroo patted his shoulder. Silas and Layjen had slowed down when they realized the others weren’t keeping up. “Have you heard from the Anemone?” asked Percy, trying to steer to a safe subject.

“I had a letter from her last yellow month,” said Layjen. “Padmay said they’re doing escort work with some old friends—the Nightingale. The captain’s name is Basil; you remember him from the Small Kingdoms? His wife Lu was a friend to us as well, ship’s healer. Anyway, they’re protecting cargoes of guano traveling between the Sunkissed Isles and the Small Kingdoms. I believe they’re all on good terms with the Holovars.”

Percy smiled. “I have no doubt.”

“That reminds me,” said Layjen, “is Creevy coming to dinner?”

“He can’t this time,” said Silas. “He’s supervising the work on the Albatross. But he sends his regards.”

Layjen made a little bow. “Tell him I send mine and he should come next time. And tell him I think that Padmay would be happy for him to foster that pup for a season. She said the child ought to spend some time on airships.”

Percy grinned. He was certain that Ama and little Augusta would grow up on good terms.

“I will tell him,” said Silas.

A griffin swooped down at that moment to let them know that the Defiance and the Fang had arrived. Then there was no time for Percy to change his mind about dinner, as everyone was preoccupied with welcoming old friends and asking how they did and sharing their own progress. Anaroo was soon chatting with Gwain. Belvedere, Mouse, and Theseus had spent the last red month aboard the Fang, and they had a boisterous reunion with Glossy and Marlie. The children were to go back in the Honeytail. They were full of stories of their adventures in the Small Kingdoms. Gerard and Silveo offered corrections to some of their wilder statements about pirates, guns, and boarding actions. “No, we did not send the children alone in the small boat for a cutting out. Yes, they did fire a gun. It’s not like they haven’t done it before.”

Thessalyn Holovar was looking much better than the last time Percy had seen her. Her cheeks looked round and pink, her hair lustrous, though still streaked with white. She was wearing a gauzy gown of blue and silver—not quite minstrel’s robes, but still elegant and a little antique. She set up her harp in the drawing room, where they all mingled. Percy sat and listened, first to avoid talking to anyone, and then out of genuine admiration. He was sorry when she stopped singing and told her so.

“Is this your first time coming home, Percy?” she asked.

“It is, lady.”

“Have you spoken to your children yet?”

Percy shifted uneasily. He’d seen them across the room. His eldest, now fourteen, had Melwa’s dark hair, but the Bellwater nose and golden eyes. His name was Elias after his grandfather. Of course it was. The little girl, now ten, looked haughty and very grown-up in a daffodil-yellow gown with red flowers in her blond hair. She’d been named after a Haplagian grandmother, Sophronia. “I have not yet forced them to be polite to me, no.”

Thessalyn cocked her head at him. “You gave them this house and your fortune...”

“Money can’t fix some things. I should know that better than anyone.”

When they finally went in to dinner, Percy was shocked to see that his name card was beside Melwa’s. He leaned over to Layjen and murmured, “That’s a mistake.”

Layjen gave him a longsuffering look. “She chose the places.”

Percy sighed. What am I afraid of? That she’ll call me names? After I’ve faced down pirates and storms and jager guns and Silas? Gods, I am such a coward.

To make matters worse, his children had been placed across from him. Fortunately, Mouse and Belvedere were beside them, and the four were finding plenty to say to each other. Silas was on Percy’s right, Anaroo beyond him, and that made everything bearable. Melwa looked resplendent in green silks with layered petticoats, her hair piled on top of her head and twined with summer flowers. Percy noted streaks of silver at her temples, and the hooded lines around her blue eyes were more pronounced. This only served to make her look more the mistress of all she surveyed, a queen in her castle.

In the past, her gaze had always judged him inadequate, a disappointment, something to be endured. And let’s be honest. I was. Melwa had never seen the person her husband had been at the airship academy. He’d never known how to show her that version of himself. In fact, he’d gone out of his way not to.

I will get through this dinner. We will all be painfully polite. Then I will leave this house for the last time.

Was it his imagination or was Melwa just as uncomfortable as he was? She hadn’t forced a conversation the way she’d always done when he came home in the past. She talked to Layjen on her left. She talked to Glossy and Marlie and Thessalyn and Gwain. She seemed especially interested in the goings-on in Maijha, and the ways that Leopaard had found to work with the jagers to restore peace on the island. She wanted to know what role the old crown might play, what Gwain thought of the new island council systems, of the democratic ideas in the air.

This isn’t so bad.

The meal was half over when Percy caught his daughter shooting little glances at him. She was talking to Belvedere, but she kept looking surreptitiously at Percy. There was nothing haughty in her gaze now. She looked...curious?

Perhaps it’s my missing hand.

They were well into the last course when he noticed that his son was murmuring something to Mouse and, again, that quick flicker in Percy’s direction. At that, the dessert came around, and his son seemed to screw up his courage. He looked directly into Percy’s eyes and said, “Sir, would you be so kind as to tell us about the fight with the Emerald Serpent?”

Percy blinked. The Emerald Serpent had been a pirate of some renown that had taken advantage of the war between Zorn and Sern to wreak havoc in the Channel Islands. There’d been a price on the head of the captain and crew, and the Anemone had collected it after a hair-raising chase and a bare-knuckled fight. “Well...” Percy glanced at Layjen, who’d been there.

Layjen had a barely-contained smile on his face. He raised his eyebrows at Percy as though to say, “He asked you.”

Young Sophronia was listening as well, her wide eyes limpid blue like her mother’s.

Percy licked his lips. “It started in Sern, of course. We caught them sacking a village off Martingail.” He told the story succinctly, conscious of the way everyone at the table was listening. When he’d finished, Silveo jumped in with a tale about pirates in the Small Kingdoms. The meal went on.

As the table was being cleared, however, Elias leaned forward again, looking encouraged, and said, “What about the battle with the Bluebottle, sir? Would you be willing to tell us about that one?”

“Did you really duel with the captain in town the night before?” whispered Sophronia.

“Did you drink him under the table?” asked Elias.

“Did you really fight a jager gunboat with nothing but griffins in the Great Battle?”

“Did you cut out an airship in the Small Kingdoms?”

Percy stumbled over his answers, and then Melwa said, “Children, why don’t you go back into the drawing room. Your father will decide what stories he would like to tell. Go on; I’ve arranged some light wine for you.”

As they moved away, Percy turned and spoke to her for the first time since his arrival. “What in gods’ names have you told them?”

Melwa smiled uncertainly. “Your father started it.”

“Started what?”

She hesitated. Everyone was moving out of the dining hall towards the drawing room, talking and laughing. Melwa spoke quietly. “About a year after you stopped coming home, he... Well, he came to dinner one night with a broadsheet that mentioned a pirate you’d captured in the Anemone, and he...” She laughed nervously. “He told them this ripping great yarn about it. He must have invented the details out of whole cloth.”

Percy gaped at her. “Why in seven hells didn’t you correct him?”

Melwa straightened her dress. She sipped her wine. “I thought about it. But then I thought...they had an absent father, but they didn’t need to be...ashamed of you. Surely there was no harm in them thinking that you were on the high seas saving the world.”

Percy’s face reddened. He picked up his glass and set it back down without drinking.

“My father told them that? Elias Bellwater?”

“He told them all kinds of things, Percy! Every time you’d take a ship or win a fight or do anything noteworthy whatsoever, he’d spin it into a great tale for them.” Melwa paused.

Percy had no idea what to say. He couldn’t even look at her.

Melwa reached out and put a hand on his knee. “Percy. I know you and I were mismatched. And I was young and...and bitter and sheltered, and I didn’t make it any easier.”

Percy swallowed. “I was not young, and I could have made it a lot easier. You know that better than anyone. But, my father...”

“I know you didn’t get along with him,” said Melwa. “I know he never told you he was proud of you. But he told them that he was proud of you. He presented you in the best possible light. His grandchildren loved him, Percy. Please don’t take that away from them. That’s all I ask. Tell them whatever stories you like, but please don’t tell them...”

“The truth?” demanded Percy.

Silence.

Percy took a shuddering breath. “I expected this to be awkward. I thought they would hate me. I thought you...”

“I don’t hate you, Percy. I did for a long time. But, gods, you’ve given me all this. And Layjen... We’re happy. I want you to be happy, too. And your children would love to know you better. They’re going to ask you about Papa Bellwater, though. They’ll probably want you to go out into the practice yard with them, and I...I thought I should warn you.”

Percy stared at her round-eyed. After a moment, he took a gulp of his wine.

Melwa got up. “You don’t have to do any of it if you don’t want to.”

Percy didn’t know what he wanted. He got up and went into the drawing room, where Silas had taken out a pack of cards. He glanced at Percy as though to say, “Here’s a distraction if you need it. Here’s an excuse not to talk.”

Percy sat down and played a hand, along with Silveo and Gerard, while his mind turned over and over what Melwa had said.

He was conscious of eyes on him and finally excused himself from the card game to go sit at the children’s sofa. “I did fight a duel with the captain of the Bluebottle. I did not drink him under the table. That was a different time. Different pirate.”

He talked.

They listened without a trace of irony, sarcasm, or disbelief. Percy attempted to conclude the conversation several times, only to be drawn back in with delicately-worded questions and the hungry expression in their eyes. Finally, his son said, “I’ve been practicing swordplay with tutors. Would you be willing to give me some instruction, sir? Just a little?”

“Me, too!” said his daughter. “I’m not supposed to fight, but Elias lets me fight with him sometimes.”

Percy felt as though he’d fallen into some inverse version of his own life. “You enjoy sword practice?” he asked weakly. “Did...did my father never give you...instruction?”

Elias shook his head. “He said you could someday. If you wanted to.”

That bastard.

But Percy followed them out to the practice yard. Some of the outbuildings had burned and been replaced. They smelled of fresh wood and new paint. But the hard-packed dust smelled exactly as Percy remembered. It reminded him of bruises and cutting words and anger and failure. He could feel the blood beating in his ears at the sight of the wooden broadswords. If the ghost of his father lingered anywhere on these grounds, it was here.

Percy sat down on one of the observation benches. His children sat on either side of him, expressions of pure awe on their faces. “Did you really drop your sword in a duel at the academy,” asked Elias, “and then beat the other fellow anyway?”

Percy laughed. “I have dropped my sword a number of times during fights.”

“But you still won!” exclaimed Sophronia.

Did I? Well, I’m still here, so maybe I did.

Percy looked down at his single hand. They hadn’t asked about that. Not once. My father died in that battle. These children must have been devastated.

“What was Papa Bellwater like,” asked Elias, “when he taught you to fight?”

“He wouldn’t let us watch him fight very often,” complained Sophronia. “He said sword fighting wasn’t for entertainment.”

“Not with him, it wasn’t,” muttered Percy. He breathed in that dusty smell again. He imagined the ghost of his father, hovering there, his reputation with his grandchildren now in Percy’s hands. The awed looks that Elias Bellwater had put on their faces were like a peace offering, extended to Percy across the years, across death.

“Pick it up, Percy.”

I am not going to lie to them, Father.

“Your Papa Bellwater and I didn’t always get along.” He watched their faces, but didn’t see any real surprise. You knew there was some reason I didn’t come home. “He was hard on me as a kid.” Percy wracked his brain for something good to say. “He did teach me to fight, and that has saved my life and the lives of my friends on a number of occasions.”

“Will you teach us?” asked Sophronia promptly.

Percy leaned back. He realized, with a jolt of surprise, that this would not be his last visit home. “Not the way he taught me.”

Sophronia looked disappointed.

“But I will teach you,” said Percy with a smile, “both of you. I’ll teach you everything he taught me. Just with fewer bruises.”

They both looked like griffins catching the scent of prey. Percy had to stop himself from grinning stupidly. I don’t know if I can maintain this legend you’ve built for me, Father.

“What was the most important thing?” asked Elias, who obviously wanted to get straight to the stabbing. “I mean that grandfather taught you?”

Once again, Percy had to stop and think. Pure rage? A high tolerance for pain?

Melwa’s words: “I know he never told you he was proud of you. But he told them. He presented you in the best possible light.”

The best possible light...

“He taught me never to quit,” said Percy aloud. He looked around at his children and smiled. Beyond them, the evening light glowed on the windows of the big house, on his friends in the drawing room, laughing and playing cards. Percy continued with more confidence, “He taught me that when you drop your sword—in life as well as in battle—the fight isn’t over. You can always pick it up and start again.”

––––––––
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Thank you for reading Pirates of Wefrivain Book 5!

This concludes the saga.

Curious about what these characters look like? You can get a free comic version of the “Professionals” short story by joining Abigail Hilton’s newsletter. The artist is Sarah Cloutier, who also painted the cover art.

Did you enjoy that comic? The first two books in the Pirates saga were originally illustrated by the same artist. You can get all of those illustrations in a single artbook. The paper version is on Amazon. Or you can get a PDF from Abbie’s website store.

Want to read more of Abbie’s work?

The Prophet of Panamindorah is a trilogy set in the same world as Pirates of Wefrivain, but in a different time and place. It was written before Pirates, and it has more of a high fantasy feel. Prophet is a young adult series with no sexy times, although there are some related short stories with more adult content.

Hunters Unlucky is an animal epic, loosely inspired by Abbie’s childhood love of Watership Down. If you ask Abbie her favorite of her books, she’ll tell you this one.

The Eve and Malachi series are children’s books with illustrations by Sarah Cloutier. The series is complete at 6 books. These are spooky stories to read to children, and you may enjoy them even if you’re not a child.

The Incubus Series is definitely not for children. These books were published under the A. H. Lee pen name. They are steamy MMF romances about a woman who falls in love with a sorcerer’s shape-shifting cat demon. The sexy times are right out front in this one, but there’s also a lot of heart (and a lot of dudes kissing) as the series moves along.

The Knight and the Necromancer is also under the A. H. Lee pen name, and it is Abbie’s best-selling work to date. It’s a slow-burn gay romance in an epic fantasy setting.
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blue month: one cycle of blue moon, usually 30 to 90 days.

canid: any creature in the canine family, either two-legged or four-legged, including canine-type shelts, such as foxlings.

cowry catchers: manatee shelts.

fauns: shelts with hooves.

felid: any creature in the cat family, either two-legged or four-legged, including cat-type shelts, such as grishnards.

nauns: shelts with neither hooves nor paws, such as manatee shelts and seal shelts.

panauns: shelts with paws.

red month: one cycle of red moon, about 60 days.

shelt: a two-legged creature having a humanoid body from the waist up and resembling some kind of animal from the waist down. Shelts have pointed, tufted ears.

watch: a period of time approximately four hours long. Shelts count four watches for the day and two watches for the night.

yellow month: one cycle of yellow moon, about 15 days.
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