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A Note on Chronology
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Part I of Jager Thunder occurs during the Scarlet Albatross novel. This is what Gerard and Silveo were doing while the Albatross was making her final voyage. There is a six week gap between Parts I and II of Jager Thunder (that’s 3 yellow months in Panamindorah time). Part II picks up the day after the Anemone arrives in Holovarus Bay, about a day after the end of The Scarlet Albatross novel.

Many beta readers were confused about the chronology in Jager. I’ve tried to offer abundant clues in the text, but in order to avoid all confusion, I’ve spelled it out here. I want you to enjoy the story without being distracted by the timeline.

Safe Voyage,

Abigail Hilton

March, 2017
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Chapter 1. Just Dinner
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“What do you think?”

Gerard looked up from arranging his neckcloth. Silveo was on his third outfit of the evening—a pale lavender waistcoat of watered silk, mother-of-pearl cufflinks, cloth-of-silver coat with pearl buttons and matching  trousers. He’d put a lavender feather in his white leather hat, and his boots were white leather, trimmed with gold. The kohl around his eyes flared in faint curlicues at the edges.

“You look fine,” said Gerard.

Silveo rolled his eyes. “You are such a terrible liar.”

Gerard passed a hand over his forehead. “You do look fine.” You look good enough to eat.

“But...?”

Gerard crouched down to be on eye-level with him. Silveo was twisting a gold lace neckerchief with uncharacteristic lack of concern for the fabric. “You are never going to look like a provincial court grishnard, Silveo.”

Silveo continued to look at him with mingled anxiety and suspicion.

Gerard sighed. “Less lavender. Less cloth-of-silver. Less kohl. And take off the hat. We don’t usually wear hats indoors in Holovarus Castle. It’s a fashion of the Great Islands.”

“I feel small without the hat,” complained Silveo.

“That’s because you are,” said Gerard cheerfully. Maybe if I annoy you a little, you’ll feel less anxious.

“At least I didn’t put bells in my tail!” shot Silveo over his shoulder as he returned to his enormous closet. A moment later, he said, “Should I put ribbons in—?”

“No!” exclaimed Gerard. “No ribbons! Unless you want to look even more conspicuous than you already do!”

A grumbling noise issued from the closet. Gerard straightened his gray silk waistcoat and the fine black greatcoat with its silver trim. Silveo bought me these, and they are completely appropriate. I know he can figure out how to dress.

But it wasn’t just the dressing. Last time they’d been in Port Holovarus, Silveo had smacked Lord Holovar across the face and threatened to feed him to his own wyvern gods. Lord Holovar had said a few choice things to Silveo, as well. There had been reconciliations since, but...

“You don’t need to dominate them,” said Gerard quietly. “Just have dinner with them.”

Not a word from the closet.

You think you need to make them like you for my sake, thought Gerard, and you’re not sure how to do that.

Silveo had clawed his way up from the gutter, where he’d seen the worst side of those in power. He had chosen to align himself with the Temple more than a decade ago, and this had put him beyond the reach of grishnard authority. However, his position had also required him to move in the upper echelons of society—a place where he’d never been welcome and did not know how to behave.

Gerard suspected that, as admiral of the Temple Sea Watch, Silveo had decided that he did not need to know how to behave. Or to dress. Or anything else. He was a foxling—a species that most grishnard kings despised. No veneer of manners or clothing was likely to make him palatable to their way of thinking. Silveo had not needed to be palatable. He had had dragons at his back, and he had wielded their might to cow and subdue kings like Lord Holovar.

Now, Temple authority was in shambles, thanks in large part to Silveo’s actions. Gerard was sure that, on some level, Silveo felt as though he’d sawed off the branch on which he’d been sitting. He’d done the right thing—or so everyone said—but now he was just a little foxling again, with a streetwalker’s taste in clothes, an assassin’s habit of hiding knives, and an exiled prince for a mate. He knew perfectly well that any grishnard court would look upon him with disgust.

And he thinks he’s supposed to make friends with them. Gerard sighed again. “Silveo, we will be late...”

He came out at last, this time with no hat, his hair a gleaming silver tail down his back. He’d disregarded Gerard’s advice and tied it with a single blue and gold ribbon, which did, in fact, look tasteful. He’d rubbed off all but a trace of kohl and put on a plain blue waistcoat with a white linen overcoat. He did look smaller.

Silveo gave Gerard a sour expression, as though to say, What did I tell you?

But Gerard smiled and held out his hand. “That will do admirably.”

Gerard was certain that, if Silveo had been allowed to choose his own appearance, he would have elected to be something huge and menacing. However, he’d been born dainty and pretty, and lack of nutrition during his childhood had made him small, even for a foxling. We all work with what we’ve got, thought Gerard, a black-haired mountain grishnard, who towered over most people. Silveo came to his elbow.

They emerged onto the twilit deck of the Fang—once the flagship of the Temple Sea Watch, now a pirate by some reckonings. The bronze wyvern figurehead gleamed in the light of the ship’s lanterns. A handful of the night watch were prepared to see them into a boat. A good portion of the crew—mostly those with money to spend—had gone into town. The rest were being served a special meal, planned in honor of their successful arrival at Gerard’s home island.

You don’t have to impress anyone, thought Gerard, as he watched Silveo pick his way to the driest spot in the boat. We’re going to have dinner, stay a couple of days, and leave. If anyone has a problem with you, they’ll have to address it with some very dangerous people.

Two smaller ships lay at anchor not far from the Fang. Both were pirates, notorious for different reasons. The Nightingale was a successful privateer with a history of operating within the grayest of legalities. The Defiance was a faun Resistance pirate that had worked for years to break wyvern and grishnard dominance in the islands. They’d sailed from Maijha with a number of other ships. However, the rest had gone to the Sunkissed Isles, with plans to sail on to the distant Pendalon Mountains in the spring.

The Fang had stopped by Holovarus because Gerard had promised his father and brother that he would visit if he survived the events on Maijha Minor. The Nightingale and the Defiance had come along for added protection and because their captains and officers were friends.

Gerard had been a little surprised, when they arrived that afternoon, to see two sloops already anchored in the bay. Holovarus was part of a cluster of islands called The Small Kingdoms, located at the mouth of Wefrivain’s crescent. The Small Kingdoms were a provincial backwater, and Holovarus Bay almost never saw a ship the size of the Nightingale, let alone the Fang. The one-masted sloops at anchor were normally the largest type of vessel in the region, and they dwarfed the little fishing boats. Gerard suspected that the sloops were property of local lords, perhaps even neighboring kings, and he wondered what they were doing here. The messenger who’d welcomed them that afternoon had given no enlightenment, except to send the king’s warm regards and to invite Gerard and Silveo to dinner.

There’d been no mention of the other ships’ captains. Gerard expected this would be a relatively small family dinner on short notice, with a grander affair to follow tomorrow evening. He just hoped that none of their crews made trouble in town. He knew they wouldn’t do so on purpose, but little Port Holovarus was not accustomed to seeing hunti or lemurs or large numbers of free fauns. He hoped the crews of their three ships did not take any insults to heart.

As their coxswain rowed them across the bay, Gerard noticed that the docks were thick with smaller boats, including some that looked thoroughly battered. The sloops should have been moored at the pier, but either there wasn’t room, or they did not wish to moor beside the rag-tag collection already present. Curious.

Silveo broke into his thoughts, “We could just pretend I still can’t talk.”

Gerard frowned. When the bridge between their minds had been created, Silveo had been missing a tongue. He had had no other option for speaking, and he’d become quite good at using the telepathic bond. Gerard, on the other hand, started talking aloud if he didn’t concentrate. He exerted the peculiar effort required and said, “I think you’ll forget.”

“I won’t.” When Gerard’s father and brother had last met Silveo in the Great Lodge on Maijha Minor, he had not been able to talk. It would certainly avoid complex explanations if he refrained now. “You know I’ll just get us into trouble if I talk.”

“I think you should talk,” said Gerard aloud, and startled the coxswain, who’d not heard the rest of their conversation. “It’s just a dinner, Silveo. You don’t have to impress them or dominate them or manipulate them. Just eat with them. And, he added privately, if we can get through the meal without anyone hitting anyone else, we’ll have done better than last time.
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Chapter 2. Something Strange
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At the pier, they were greeted by a royal escort that was larger and better-armed than Gerard had expected. He introduced himself and Silveo to the group’s captain, who was polite, but not talkative. The air was redolent with mingled odors of brine and fish guts, fresh bread from nearby bakeries, alcohol from nearby taverns, tar and pitch from the boats. Gerard breathed it all in—smells from his childhood. He figured that Silveo, who had a keener sense of smell, must be fairly overwhelmed.

Gerard could tell that several of the guards were trying hard not to stare at Silveo. He had not put bells or ribbon in his fluffy, white tail, but it was still an eye-catching plume, almost luminous in the dusky light.

As they started up the street, Gerard noted with pleasure that the harbor town appeared to be thriving. Shops had fresh paint, new signs, even additional outbuildings. It all looked very neat and cheerful, except... Gerard blinked. Were those bars on a window? He did not remember seeing anything like that during their awkward and unfriendly visit two and a half years ago. There’d certainly been no bars during his youth. Gerard remembered that his father and brother had spoken of a rash of piracy since the unrest in the crescent over the past season. But surely not in Port Holovarus itself?

He saw plenty of activity—shelts coming and going from the boats, lanterns bobbing through the streets, vendors dismantling their carts for the day, activity around the taverns. As they started up the street, Gerard was shocked to see a group of ragged children scamper into an alley. Urchins were sadly common in the large cities of the Great Islands, but Gerard had never seen such a thing in Port Holovarus. He turned to say something to the guard, only to find him looking serious and fingering his sword hilt. Gerard glanced ahead and saw a mass of shelts blocking the road.

“Make way!” called the foremost guard. “Make way in the name of the king!”

In all his years here, Gerard had never had to ask for room to walk, save on holidays. Furthermore, the group did not seem to be moving. Gerard wished, suddenly, that he had brought his own sword. It had not occurred to him that he might need it. Silveo was walking closer to him and Gerard sensed a subtle change in his posture—lighter on his toes, the fingers of one hand opening, the other hand curling inside his sleeve. At least you didn’t come unarmed.

Several of the guards had drawn their weapons, and the obstructing group parted at last. Gerard had known almost every family who lived in Port Holovarus during his time here as prince and heir. He also knew all the local lords and a sizable number of their peasants. He didn’t recognize any of these people, although it was difficult to see properly in the dusky light. Gerard thought they were mostly grishnards, men and women, somewhat unkempt, with expressions ranging from sullen to pleading. One held out longer than the rest in the middle of the road. “We only want to see the king,” he said. “Please, we just—”

“The king holds audiences for commoners at the first of every yellow month, common court twice a month, exceptions at his discretion.” The grishnard said the words automatically, like an oft-repeated speech. “You may put in your name and your petition with the clerk in the town—”

“We have put in our names!” snarled someone in the crowd. “We have waited in line day after day! We—”

“I have no authority to grant your requests,” snapped the guard, “but I do have authority to kill you if you do not clear the road.”

Gerard was horrified. He was further shocked to hear Silveo say suddenly, “Theresa?”

The guards looked around in surprise. One of the ragged grishnards—a woman—took a step forward, eyes wide. “Silveo?” she whispered.

There was an awkward moment as they stared at each other. Then the leader of the guards said, in a less certain voice, “Sirs will be late for dinner if we do not proceed.”

Silveo turned deliberately away and the whole party walked on up the street in silence. Gerard spoke, but not aloud. “What was that about?”

Silveo shook his head. He’d stuck his hands in his pockets—a sure sign that he had stopped worrying about his appearance. At last, he answered, just as silently, “Something strange here.”

“I gathered that.” Gerard felt shaken—not by the threat of violence, but by its presence on his sleepy home island.

Silveo, however, seemed more relaxed than when they’d left the ship. “The unrest in the Great Islands has reached farther and faster than I’d expected.”

“Who was that woman? Someone from your assassin days?”

Silveo just shook his head. “Later.”

Gerard took a deep breath and tried to put the matter out of his mind as they topped the last rise and approached the castle. Here, too, he noted subtle changes. The last third of the road had new pavers—fine, dressed stone in soft shades of umber and coral. Two newly-constructed archers’ towers marked the edge of the castle grounds. Gerard caught a hint of movement and a glint of metal, indicating that the towers were not an idle threat. As they approached the castle gate, he saw that the old west wing—in ruins for as long as Gerard had been alive—stood complete and gleaming in the evening light. Three servants were at work cleaning up the practice yard, which looked like it had seen recent use. He glanced at Silveo, whose bright eyes were roaming everywhere, nose twitching.

Strange, indeed, thought Gerard. Then, deliberately, he pushed the speculations away. This isn’t my kingdom anymore. I am a visitor. Whatever is going on here, it is not my problem.
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Chapter 3. Lavender and Elizabet
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They were greeted warmly at the door by a butler and raft of servants who whisked them away from the guards. Here Gerard was on firmer ground. He knew most of the castle staff, and even Silveo had met several of them on Maijha just twelve days ago. The servants had obviously been warned of what to expect, and nobody looked twice at Silveo. The guests were provided with wash basins for their hands. Their coats were taken and even their boots—indicating an informal meal.

They were not ushered into the dining hall, but into Lord Holovar’s private audience chamber, which had doubled as a family room on the rare occasions during Gerard’s childhood when the family had wished to be together. Gerard blinked at the lush shades of green and gold with splashes of bright blue and crimson. Tapestries covered walls that had been bare. Fresh-cut flowers stood in tall vases. The dark, heavy furniture of Gerard’s memories had been replaced with more elegant pieces in lighter wood and softer upholstery. The whole room looked brighter and friendlier, even by lamp and firelight.

Three shelts rose to greet them. Lord Holovar came first, dressed in his usual respectable linens and wool. Jaleel, on the other hand, looked more dapper than Gerard had ever seen him, in a patterned waistcoat with stylish long tails and a linen shirt with flared cuffs. The waistcoat was lavender.

Silveo turned to Gerard with a smirk. Gerard shrugged helplessly. He was fairly certain that the reason for Jaleel’s newly elevated tastes was standing a little behind him—a grishnard woman, closer to thirty than to twenty, wearing a gauzy, blue gown in the style of the Great Islands. This must be Elizabet.

Gerard recalled that she was a niece of Lord Haplag, secured for his brother as a prime political match. He also recalled that Jaleel had made some allusions to her being passed over by higher lords for lack of looks. Elizabet was a round little creature, short by grishnard standards, with no chin to speak of, and hair that was neither quite brown nor quite blond. However, she had a glowing complexion, and a clear sense of style, if Jaleel’s clothes and the new decor were any indication. What a dismal backwater she must have found this place, thought Gerard.

However, if Jaleel were to be believed, she had adjusted well. Her eyes lit on Silveo, and she smiled radiantly. Not for the first time, Gerard wondered how Silveo managed to have this effect on women. In spite of being prettier than most girls and having romantic tastes that were transparently in the opposite direction, he was somehow irresistible.

Gerard thought, for one moment, that Elizabet would speak before Lord Holovar, but then his father came forward, took Gerard’s arm, and embraced him. Mishael Holovar had never been an affectionate father, and his manner was awkward, though clearly sincere. “Gerard. I am very glad to see you well.” He seemed less certain of what to do with Silveo, whom he would have had to stoop to hug. Silveo bowed, and Lord Holovar inclined his head with an expression of relief. “Silveo, I am pleased to see you.”

Maybe we can just not talk about last time, thought Gerard.

In the same instant, Jaleel said, with a grin, “What, no bells?”

Silveo rolled his eyes.

Elizabet took this as her cue and came forward to take Silveo by both hands. “Silveo Lamire!” She had a merry voice that matched her smile. “Admiral of the Temple Sea Watch! What stories they tell about you at court!”

“Silveo,” continued Jaleel, with an air of weary patience, “meet your most enthusiastic admirer—my wife, Elizabet. You would not believe how excited she was to learn you were coming.”

“Jaleel didn’t tell me you’d visited before,” she continued, with a reproachful glance at Jaleel.

“I had no idea it would be a selling point for our little kingdom,” returned Jaleel dryly.

Elizabet had already turned back to Silveo. “Oh, I have so many questions! Did you really try to seduce Lord Leopaard Maijha?”

Silveo’s composure broke, and he gave a surprised snort of laughter. “Well, I tried to kill him...although there was some of the other, too. It was a long time ago; wherever did you hear that story?” Too late, he recollected himself and stopped talking.

In the shocked silence, Gerard said, “On Maijha Minor, Silveo was injured...fatally injured. I put his body on a Firebird Monument and set it alight as a funeral pyre.” He hesitated, not knowing how to say the next part. “The Firebird came back from its ashes...and it brought Silveo back with it. Tongue and all.”

Elizabet gave a little squeak of delight, but Silveo was looking at Lord Holovar. “So I can talk...although I probably shouldn’t.”

Lord Holovar looked bewildered, but he inclined his head graciously. “As I said, I am glad to see you well...glad to see you...recovered.” He hesitated. “Although I have been fairly talked to death by all and sundry lately.”

Gerard believed it. His father had looked shockingly aged when last they’d met, but he’d still given the impression of strength—both of body and of will. Now, he wore a distracted, hunted look, completely unlike his usual demeanor. His clothes hung on him.

Jaleel seemed tired, too, although he was clearly bearing up. “Refugees have been pouring in from Sern and its holdings all year,” he said. “Some of them have money and resources to buy supplies. Others have nothing. They’ve created a boom in the economies of the Small Kingdoms, but they’ve also created problems. Some of them seem to want to settle here, and...” He hesitated.

Gerard understood the dilemma. The Small Kingdoms did not have as much land or resources as the Great Islands. Local farms, fisheries, and businesses were passed down through generations. Outsiders were viewed with suspicion until they’d married into the local population, sometimes to a depth of several generations. Newcomers were rare and unwelcome. Furthermore, the Small Kingdoms lacked much species diversity. The population was almost entirely grishnard, whereas many of the refugees would be ocelons.

“Plenty of them just wanted to resupply and then sail on to the Sunkissed Isles,” continued Jaleel. “At least, that was the case throughout the spring and summer. Now, however, with winter coming on, most of them don’t have boats that could safely reach the Sunkissed Isles before rough weather. The ones coming now are stuck here. As I said, some of them have money. Businesses around the docks are thriving, and tax revenues are higher than they’ve been in my lifetime.”

Gerard glanced at his father. Surely that part has pleased you. Mishael Holovar had always guarded the material resources of their tiny kingdom with utmost care. As a child, Gerard had frequently felt as though money was all that mattered to his father.

“However,” continued Jaleel, “many of them don’t have money, and they steal. We’ve been forced to hang a few. Others beg or try to...sell their bodies.”

“Priestess’s sake, we can’t have that,” muttered Silveo. Gerard tensed until he realized that Silveo hadn’t said it out loud.

“We’ve never had a problem with that sort of thing before,” continued Jaleel, “not in such numbers. Theft is a clear crime, but hanging a person for begging or...well, that seems extreme. We can’t keep them in the dungeon; we don’t have the space or the resources. We can’t fine them; they’ve got nothing. Yet they drive away honest trade.”

“Employ them,” said Silveo flatly.

Lord Holovar spoke in an impatient voice. “We cannot force local businesses to hire outsiders against their will. At any rate, beggars are the least of our problems. Some of these ships are genuine pirates who take what they cannot buy. There has been so much piracy this year that all our ports look askance at strange ships. Fights break out easily on all sides. Recently, I’ve been asked to preside over a rash of murders between refugee ships!

“At the same time, I have constant requests for assistance from other Small Kingdoms, who are besieged by similar problems, some of them worse off than Holovarus. Four kingdoms have been entirely overrun and are in a state of anarchy, no doubt breeding future pirates. And then there’s the—”

He stopped himself abruptly. “But you have barely arrived, and I am boorishly presenting you with our problems. Please, have a drink. Have appetizers. You will doubtless be treated to an earful of this nonsense whether you wish it or not before the end of the evening. For now, enjoy yourselves.”

Gerard wanted to say that he would enjoy himself more once he understood the full scope of his family’s troubles and how they might be resolved. The worried, tired faces of his father and brother had affected him more profoundly than he wanted to admit. His last private conversation with his father niggled painfully at the back of his mind, and he wondered whether he was shirking his duty. Not my problem, he repeated to himself, though with less conviction.

In addition to lamps, there was a cheerful fire burning in the grate and a table laid with wine and appetizers. To Gerard’s delight, a small table-top brazier had been set up and various tiny morsels of meat, bread, and cheese provided for toasting. He and Jaleel had loved this particular conceit as children, and it brought back fond memories of holidays and even a faint, hazy memory of his mother.

Elizabet was talking in a quieter, but no less animated, voice to Silveo. “Well, did you?”

Silveo snorted, although Gerard could tell he was feeling increasingly relaxed. “You do not want to hear that story.”

“Oh, but I do.”

“I was fifteen.”

“I’m sure I would have tried to seduce him when I was fifteen if I’d had the nerve. Gods, he was beautiful.”

The last shreds of Silveo’s anxiety disintegrated and he said cheerfully, “Well, the only thing he put in my mouth was a poisoned sweet, so it wasn’t nearly as romantic as you might think.”

Gerard nearly choked on his drink. The only thing worse than Silveo anxious is Silveo at ease. He gave a desperate glance towards his father, but Lord Holovar had taken a glass of wine and gone to stand by the fire. He stared, unseeing, into the flames. Gerard realized, with a new kind of apprehension, that Mishael Holovar was beyond the possibility of offense, at least in the matter of Silveo’s past exploits.

Gerard selected a tiny bowl of sauce and dipped his toasted morsel of meat. He leaned over and muttered to Jaleel, “What else?”

Jaleel made a face and said quietly, “Well, Father’s not wrong in saying that you’ll be forced to listen to tedious details all evening. We didn’t invite the rest of your ships’ captains and officers because this meal was already a family affair. Lord and Lady Malabar are here to discuss closing all ports for the winter.”

Gerard blanched. “Did they bring—?”

“Philip? Oh, yes. Willomina has been married off to a younger son of Lord Estrad, you’ll be happy to hear.”

Gerard was not happy to hear any of it. Malabar was the largest of the Small Kingdoms and also one of the closest to Holovarus—both physically and by blood. Lady Porsha was Lord Holovar’s sister, Gerard and Jaleel’s aunt. Philip, the heir, was their cousin. “Phil the pill,” they had called him as children.

At one time, Princess Willomina had been considered as a match for Gerard. But then he’d gotten the court minstrel with child and run away with her. Gerard suspected that Lord and Lady Malabar had expressed their contempt for this situation by snubbing Jaleel in the matter of Willomina. After only a few moments with Elizabet, Gerard was certain that Jaleel had gotten the better bargain.

“Why do they want to close the ports?” asked Gerard, although he could already guess.

Jaleel’s answer surprised him, however. “Their gods are demanding it.”

Wyverns. Their mistress is dead, but that doesn’t mean they’ll quietly disappear. A sick feeling rose in his belly, but he made himself say, “Has anyone seen Hoepali?”

“No,” said Jaleel. He looked studiously at the meat he was toasting, avoiding Gerard’s eyes. Hoepali, the god of Holovarus, had demanded Gerard and Thessalyn’s infant as a sacrifice, and Lord Holovar had capitulated. It was the reason that Gerard had taken Thessalyn and fled the kingdom. Perhaps his father did not have a great deal of choice in the matter. Still...it was not something Gerard liked to think about.

“Our temple has not seen much use since you left,” said Jaleel slowly.

This surprised Gerard. “No one replaced him?” Temples were rarely unoccupied. They were like nests. If one dragon abandoned a temple, another would quickly come along and make itself at home. Wyverns were said to be immortal, although, thanks to the efforts of Gwain Maijha, most of Wefrivain now knew that they could be killed. Immortal or not, the minor deities did move around from time to time. A deity could not get much more minor than the god of Holovarus.

Still... “The temple is empty?” repeated Gerard.

Jaleel shrugged. “Hoepali disappeared when you left.”

“He came after me,” interrupted Gerard, “and Silveo put a knife in his eye. I hope he’s dead.”

Jaleel smiled and his eyes flicked to Gerard’s face. “Well, that’s something. Anyway, after you... After everything that happened, Father didn’t... Well, he didn’t say anything about the gods...anything against them. He just stopped going to the temple. I think other commoners and lords offered sacrifices and petitions for a while. Father sent sacrifices at Moon Festival...for the first year, at least. The priestesses were still there...for a while. When I married, we sent a sacrifice. Elizabet and I cut our fingers at the pool, although nothing came out to taste our blood. But that happens sometimes. I didn’t think much about it.

“In early fall, when I suspected Elizabet had conceived, I decided to take a thank offering...or an appeasement offering.” He licked his lips and very definitely did not look at Gerard.

Afraid of repeating my mistakes, little brother?

Jaleel hurried on. “Anyway, the temple looked abandoned. The grounds were overgrown, the pool choked with scum. It didn’t look like anyone had polished the floor or the walls all season.” Jaleel gave a shaky laugh. “I even got up my nerve to go into the inner sanctum. And there was nothing—just another scummy pool. I asked around, and I can’t say for sure when the last sacrifice or petition was offered, but it was probably a year ago, at least. I don’t think we have an island deity anymore, Gerard.”
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Chapter 4. Pirates and Malabars
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The conversation had turned to lighter topics by the time a servant appeared to tell them that the Malabars had flown in on griffins from their sloop. Silveo and Elizabet continued to chat as they all started for the dining hall. “Well,” she said at last, “the stories hardly do you justice. Although I was expecting something more...flamboyant.”

“You should have seen the first thing he put on,” said Gerard over his shoulder.

“Gerard made me change clothes three times,” said Silveo without a trace of irony.

“I did nothing of the sort! You did that all by yourself!”

Jaleel spoke up. “Please don’t be offended by Uncle Chas and Aunt Porsha. They’re jumped-up clam farmers who mimic the Great Islands and like to imagine that they’re the dominant power in the region. They’ll be gone tomorrow. Just ignore whatever they say.”

Lord Holovar spoke for the first time since his greeting. “They are the dominant power in the region, Jaleel. And, whatever you may think, we cannot simply ignore them.”

Jaleel muttered something about Phil the Pill.

“You will do well to remain on good terms with your cousin, who is likely to be your neighboring king in years to come,” said Lord Holovar with an edge of ice in his voice. Gerard remembered his father’s talk of Jaleel resenting the responsibilities of the throne. Until about three years ago, Jaleel had expected to live his entire life as a younger prince, presiding over the occasional court day or ambassadorial errand, but never as a ruler. It was Gerard’s impression that Jaleel had begun to take pride in his new role. However... He still needs to grow up a bit.

Lord Chastain Malabar looked much as Gerard remembered him—a portly lowland grishnard in his fifties with gray-blond hair and a ruddy complexion that spoke of too much wine. Lady Porsha Malabar had the same black hair as her brother. Like Mishael’s, it had gone iron gray with age. She wore it in a pile on top of her head, secured with a great many jeweled combs. Her gown, though more elaborate than Elizabet’s, was not half so elegant, even on her taller, bone-thin frame.

Gerard shot a glance at Elizabet. How tiresome it must be for you to watch all of these little kings imitating the great courts that you know inside and out.

Elizabet, however, showed nothing but goodwill as she dropped a deep curtsy to Lady Malabar. Porsha returned the gesture with the barest inclination of her head. Rude, thought Gerard, but, of course, this is where you wanted to place Willomina. It was instantly clear that Lady Malabar had not forgiven Gerard for that slight. Her eyes passed through him like daggers through butter.

Philip, on the other hand, gave Gerard a nasty smile and murmured something in his mother’s ear. He’d grown taller since Gerard had last seen him, though not so tall as most of the Holovars. He looked more like his father than his mother. Gerard remembered him as a chronic liar, endlessly bragging of exploits that could not possibly be true. He wore a waistcoat almost as stylish as Jaleel’s, though in a less daring shade.

Lord Holovar welcomed Lord Malabar to his court with the usual formalities, and then said, “My son, Gerard, is also visiting, along with his companion, Silveo. Please excuse their unannounced appearance. They arrived this afternoon and are only able to stay for a few days.”

Lord Malabar mumbled something about the expediencies of travel, and they all went in to dinner. As he passed through the door, Gerard heard Philip say, in a stage whisper, “Companion?”

It did not bother Gerard as much as he had expected. Rumors about their little pirate fleet had spread far and wide over the summer. The minstrels had even written ballads about them. Silveo had been famous (or, perhaps, infamous) before he turned into the Temple’s worst nightmare. Firebird-only-knew what the courts of Wefrivain were saying about him now. And I suppose I am part of his legend.

Gerard turned to look squarely at Philip. “I’m sorry, Cousin, did you say something?”

When he found Gerard could not be smirked down, Philip dropped his gaze and pretended to be busy pulling out his chair. The normal order of things had, unfortunately, placed them across from each other. Lord Malabar sat at Lord Holovar’s right, Jaleel on his left. This put Lady Malabar and Elizabet across from each other, and Gerard and Philip likewise. Silveo was the odd one out, sitting at Gerard’s elbow, and Gerard thought this was probably just as well. He fully expected the Malabars to ignore Silveo, and he hoped that Silveo had the sense to keep his mouth shut.

Drinks and appetizers had barely begun to circulate before Philip said brightly, “Welcome home, Gerard. I’ve just finished hanging half a hundred pirates. I suppose you’ve heard of our little piracy problem, what with your...activities in the Great Islands. They seem lax on such things in the broader crescent, but I do assure you that we hang pirates out here.” His snide voice dropped to a menacing tone near the end.

Before Gerard could decide on a response, Silveo leaned forward with his chin in one hand and purred, “You must be a prodigious great warrior, Prince Philip. Pray, what species were these pirates?”

“Silveo!”

But Philip was immune to sarcasm when it came laced with compliments. “Ocelons, mostly. Dirty, flea-ridden ocelons.”

Silveo nodded. “Any children among them?”

“Silveo, shut up.”

“Not in this lot, but there were some in the last bunch.” Philip was looking at Silveo with mingled disgust and fascination. Silveo returned the look with a wide-eyed, guileless expression, which, in Gerard’s experience, preceded an eviscerating remark.

Gerard spoke quickly. “The Great Islands are also having trouble with piracy. Although some stories may have been...exaggerated.”

“Oh, I have no doubt,” murmured Philip.

Gerard was certain that he felt torn between threatening them and belittling their achievements. Poor Philip. Decisions, decisions.

In truth, the only piracy that the Fang had committed involved Temple treasure ships. Gerard and Silveo had not attacked so much as a single grishnard merchant all summer. Gerard knew that the Defiance and the Nightingale could not boast so clean a record, although he was certain that none of them had ever burned a port, nor were they in the habit of killing helpless prisoners, certainly not children.

To his left, Elizabet was attempting to draw Lady Malabar out on the topic of her new daughter-in-law. Gerard gathered that Philip had made an auspicious match to Lady Tabitha Isidor. This confused Gerard. He remembered Tabby as a baby. Isidor had the finest pearl beds in the Small Kingdoms and the heirs tended to wed into the Great Islands. Isidor had Maijhan blood. They even spoke the Maijhan dialect at court. A marriage to one of the Small Kingdoms would be a great boon for that kingdom. But...how could Tabby marry?

Gerard finally smiled at Philip and said, in what he hoped was a friendly voice, “Are you wed, then, Cousin?”

Philip shot him a suspicious look. “In a manner of speaking. The lady is seven.”

“Ah.” Gerard had heard of such things, although they were rare in the Small Kingdoms. “Well...that will make a fine alliance for Malabar. And she is a pleasant child, or so I remember. I’m sure she will grow into her role.”

“Yes.” Philip yawned. “She’s pleasant enough, and they’ll send her along as soon as she flowers.” He shot a nasty glance at Silveo. “At least she will eventually be able to bear children.”

“How big is it anyway?” said Silveo in Gerard’s head. “Maybe you should just take it out and show us.”

“Silveo...”

Lord Malabar had addressed himself to the wine and appetizers as though he were conquering an enemy coast. Now, however, as the meal arrived, he raised his head and spoke, “My lord, we must speak of matters of state...”

Mishael immediately ordered the food laid out so that the diners could serve themselves. Then he dismissed the servants.

The moment they were gone, Lord Malabar looked squarely at Lord Holovar and said, “In fifteen days, we will be closing our ports to anything larger than a fishing boat. I have given the merchants that long to put their affairs in order. They are not happy about it, but I believe this is in the best interests of our survival. When it seems safe and prudent, I will reopen the ports. However, I suspect that will not be until spring. These pirates are like rats in winter—shut them out in the cold for long enough and they’ll die. In order to accomplish this, however, all doors must remain closed.” He gave Lord Holovar a hard look.

Philip broke it with a bantering tone, making it clear that he hadn’t really understood the exchange. “We’ve also promised the merchants a share in pirate ships they help to capture...after a tax to the crown, of course.” Philip spoke with the first flare of real pleasure that Gerard had heard from him that evening. “That was my idea. It cheered the merchants considerably. I expect it will more than double our sea watch.”

Mishael Holovar broke in. “Do you intend to allow griffin traffic?”

Lord Malabar inclined his head. “I do. Most of these pirates do not have griffins. Or they have only one or two ship’s scouts.”

Gerard supposed that was true. Griffins were instruments of money and power in Wefrivain. The “pirates” were mostly impoverished refugees.

“Besides,” continued Lord Malabar, “closing off the mail stations would only break lines of communication and cause more chaos. We’re trying to get control of this situation. Griffins will continue to fly freely between my islands. We’ve also been using them heavily in the matter of pirate control. In most cases, a few griffins can cripple a pirate ship. Then our boats swoop in to take the prize.”

Elizabet spoke in an appalled voice. “My Lord Malabar...these people are coming to you for help.”

Gerard was impressed. Jaleel, you have married well above your station.

Lord Malabar’s icy glare fixed on Elizabet. “My Lady Eliza,” he said coolly.

“Elizabet,” muttered Jaleel.

Lord Malabar ignored him and continued. “These people are the dregs of Serinese society. A high-born lady such as yourself—a lady with a tender heart—could not be expected to understand the vice, disease, and corruption they bring with them.”

“Oh, yes, please tell us about the vices of the dregs of Serinese society,” chimed Silveo in Gerard’s head. “I’m sure you are an expert on the topic.”

Lord Holovar spoke. “I am primarily concerned with theft. I do not pretend any expertise on vice.”

“Well, they commit theft aplenty,” said Lady Malabar, speaking up for the first time. “They’re also grand liars. When I had occasion to preside over the public court a few days ago, one of them managed to lie his way to my bench, only to beg me for employment. He claimed to be a shipwright. A shipwright, for gods’ sakes! In rags, in my courtroom, visibly crawling with fleas. He was a grishnard, but I still had him thrown out, and he’s lucky I didn’t have him fined for gross misrepresentation and a waste of public court time.”

“I had one who claimed to be a goldsmith,” sneered Philip. “And she was an ocelon. An ocelon goldsmith... What nonsense.”

“We’ve had any number of foxling ‘healers’ with impressive ‘credentials,’” growled Lord Malabar. “They deceive locals and visitors alike, sell questionable wares, pick pockets, and probably kill people. If you let one in, a score follow, and they bring poverty and disease. They are all pirates as far as I’m concerned. They can keep sailing—right out of the crescent. But if they try to land in our ports, we will hang them and take their ships.”

“Well, these islands certainly do have a problem with piracy,” said Silveo in Gerard’s head.

Chastain Malabar leveled his gaze at Mishael again. “It is critical—critical, my lord—that the Small Kingdoms present a united front on this matter. You can’t freeze out the rats if your neighbor is letting them in. They’ll just bide their time—warm and safe in your neighbor’s pantry—and then leap back into your home the moment you open the door. If every door is closed to them, these rats—these pirates—will either be taken, or they will die, or they will sail on. I am convinced the problem will be resolved by spring if we present a united front.”

Jaleel started to say something, but Lord Malabar continued. “I understand your hesitation—your fears for your economy. Some of my merchants are still not pleased by my decision and are seeking loopholes. They must meet with firm, consistent policy.”

Lord Holovar gave a faint smile. “Are you afraid your merchants will make nests elsewhere, my lord?”

Lord Malabar scowled. “If I close my ports, and you do not, you will soon be overrun by vermin...” Gerard thought that Lord Malabar almost called his father by his given name. It would have been an unwelcome familiarity and Chastain checked himself. He took a deep breath. “You might get a few of my merchants along with the vermin, my lord, but I do not think you will like the price. Isidor, Scorp, and Estrad are in agreement with me about closing the ports.”

“Scorp and Estrad are our neighbors,” Gerard explained privately to Silveo. “Isidor is wealthy and powerful.”

“I have also heard tentatively favorable responses from Deadeye Reef, Ashland, Narwhal Bay, and Glasswater.”

That’s eight out of fourteen, thought Gerard, if Father was right when he said that four kingdoms have already been overrun.

Lord Holovar’s face was inscrutable. Gerard couldn’t tell what he really thought about closing the ports. He’s probably worried about whether we can take the financial blow. That’s a lot of lost trade...not to mention lost necessities with winter coming on. Gerard realized that he’d begun to say “we” and not “they.” He shut his eyes and took a deep breath. Not my problem.

Gerard was certain that, whatever his father might think about closing the ports, Mishael Holovar did not take orders from Chastain Malabar. Faults you have aplenty, but weak-willed was never among them.

After a moment of awkward silence, Lord Malabar delivered what he obviously considered the penultimate blow. “The gods are also with me. They gave clear omens at the temple that we should close our ports. I suggest you consult your own deities, my lord.”

Gerard was surprised. He doesn’t know.

Mishael Holovar’s expression did not change. “I will consider what you have said, Lord Malabar. There is wisdom in it, but we must all consider what is best for our own kingdoms.”

“Consider quickly,” growled Malabar. “I am inviting all of the kings of the Small Kingdoms to my court five days hence to reach a decision on this matter—a united decision. I know it is short notice, but these are desperate times. I have heard ominous rumors from Maijha.” He shook his head, and for a moment, Gerard saw through the veneer of harsh determination to the gleam of pure terror beneath.

Malabar mopped his brow with a napkin. “I fear that worse may be coming. What happened on Sern could happen elsewhere.”

Porsha Malabar spoke in a small voice. “There was some kind of disturbance in Port Royal about a yellow month ago. Lady Isidor has received confused messages from other parts of Maijha, but she hasn’t gotten responses from any of her friends or family in Port Royal. They just...went silent.”

Gerard felt a cold hand at his heart. Sarengail... So she did cross to the mainland. How many warriors went with her? Enough to take Port Royal? Enough to take other towns along the coast?

“Can you imagine the flood of people who will wash up on our shores if chaos threatens to overwhelm the Great Islands?” whispered Porsha. “It does not bear thinking about.”

“We must close the ports,” said Lord Malabar firmly. “Even if some of these folk are good grishnards from good families, we do not have enough space and resources for them. We are Small Kingdoms, small places. Let these outsiders sail on to the Sunkissed Isles. They’ll be better off there.”

Gerard didn’t feel it was necessary to point out what everyone already knew—that most of these people would never reach the Sunkissed Isles in their battered little boats, and even the larger vessels would need reprovisioning and repairs to face the open sea in winter. Sending them on without these things would be a death sentence.

Jaleel surprised Gerard by pushing back his chair and staring at the ceiling. “What about the leopons?” he asked in a speculative voice.

Lady Porsha bristled visibly. Gerard actually saw her tail fluff up and lash behind her chair. “Disgusting, unctuous sweet leaf dealers. Worse than pirates.”

“That was my impression as well,” said Jaleel cheerfully. He stretched and settled back into his chair. “But they seem very sure that we will need their help. They’ve been here twice. I think some of the other kings and queens may be listening to them.”

Lord Malabar’s lip curled. “Thugs demanding protection money. We can take care of ourselves without their services.”

“If they show up to your council meeting, will you throw them out?” asked Jaleel.

Lord Malabar hesitated. “I suppose we must listen to all parties,” he said with distaste. “You may be correct, Jaleel. If they have achieved rapport with one or more of the other kingdoms, I cannot throw them out. But I dislike them extremely.”

Jaleel smiled. “Then we are in agreement about that, my lord.”

Gerard suppressed a smile of his own. Maybe you have learned diplomacy after all, little brother.

Lord Malabar gave an unexpected snort of laughter. “Yes, Your Highness. We are in agreement about that.” His face relaxed, and he thumped the table with something approaching a smile at Mishael. “And I hope we can reach an agreement about other things. Now, forgive me, but we did not intend to stay the night.”

Elizabet looked surprised. “Won’t you even stay for dessert, my lord?”

“I’m afraid not, my lady. We need to get under sail if we are to reach home at a reasonable hour.” Lord Malabar rose from his chair, and everyone else followed. “If our griffins can be brought round, we’ll bid you a goodnight.”
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Chapter 5. Walk on Water or Drown
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The five of them returned to the pleasant audience chamber, where the servants brought fruit pastries, crusted with sugar and drenched in sweet cream. They sat on comfortable high-backed chairs before the fire and ate out of china cups with tiny spoons. No one said much. Gerard could tell that Silveo wanted to say something, but his original caution had reasserted itself.

At last, Gerard spoke, “Leopons...?”

Jaleel nodded. “They turned up in late summer with five ships about the size of yours. They’re intimidating, sailing into one of our small harbors. The way they present themselves is intimidating, too. They stopped just short of threatening us with retaliation if we didn’t agree to their terms—protection in exchange for fealty to Culowen Reza. I think they made the rounds of all the Small Kingdoms. As the tide of refugees has increased, and especially since Silversand, Peribor, Clawscross, and Beacon Bay succumbed...well, I’m sure that the leopons’ offer is looking more attractive.”

Gerard inclined his head. “What happened to the kingdoms that...succumbed?”

Jaleel shrugged. “It’s hard to be sure, since the royal families didn’t escape from Silversand, Peribor, or Beacon Bay. Lord and Lady Clawscross did escape to Deadeye Reef, along with other family members and servants. It seems that hunti pirates took Silversand and Peribor. They burned and looted the towns, which were already overflowing with desperate refugees, quick to snap up unattended food and supplies. There were fires and riots in Beacon Bay and Clawscross, too. It’s hard to say how these things start. Our ports are like tinder boxes, waiting for a flame.”

“The refugees are desperate because they are hungry and have no options,” said Elizabet.

“I agree,” said Jaleel, “but Lord Malabar does have a point. We could easily be overwhelmed out here. Our chief duty is to our subjects, who do not deserve to lose their homes or their lives in riots and fires. If we must choose between our people and the refugees...”

Lord Holovar spoke at last. “Is that your position, then, Jaleel? Close the ports?” His voice was toneless. Gerard still could not be sure of what he thought.

Jaleel scratched his head. “If this gets worse, yes.”

Elizabet made an unhappy sound.

“You disagree, Lady?” asked Lord Holovar.

“I think we should wait until we hear from Haplag,” she said. “I am certain that my father will give us support.”

“Haplag is far away,” said Lord Holovar, “and I suspect they are dealing with their own problems. Gerard?”

Gerard was surprised to be asked for his opinion—surprised and wary. His conversation with his father on Maijha Minor ran through his head. Name your price, Lord Holovar had said, and come home.

“On Maijha Minor,” said Gerard slowly, “after the grishnard kings left, there was a council of fauns—mostly zeds—who would have liked to kill you. Gwain tried to talk them into traveling out of Wefrivain with us instead of crossing the sandbar to attack Port Royal.”

Jaleel sat up a little straighter. All three of the other grishnards were looking at Gerard attentively.

“He did convince some of them,” Gerard continued. “A lot of the shavier, I think. But that might have been because the zeds tried to kill their pegasus. Anyway, the zed leader, Sarengail, probably escaped the fire, and I think she took her followers on across the sandbar. It could have been a sizable army.” Gerard looked into their anxious faces. “I wish I could tell you for certain, but I really don’t know. There was a lot of chaos in the Great Lodge that night.”

“If they burned Port Royal,” whispered Jaleel, “with all the unrest that’s already in the islands... Uncle Chas is not wrong about what could happen.”

Lord Holovar was still looking at Gerard. “And your opinion on the ports...?”

Gerard gave a nervous laugh. “Father, my opinion is hardly relevant.”

“Nevertheless.”

Gerard considered. “We could take your refugees,” he said at last. “We could try to shepherd whatever ships want to come across to the Sunkissed Isles. There might be just enough time for some of the smaller boats to make it before winter.”

Jaleel looked thoughtful, but Lord Holovar only twitched his tail. “A generous offer...considering that it would complicate your voyage and drain your resources. However, my chief concern is what will happen if large numbers of additional refugees appear. You will be gone by then.”

Gerard shrugged. “Provision the incoming ships as best you can and send them on their way. If they keep coming, your resources will eventually be exhausted. Lord Malabar is right about that.” He looked hard at his father. An uncharitable part of his mind whispered that Mishael was primarily concerned about the loss of trade that would result from closing the ports. While the refugee ships did bring many hungry mouths and ragged beggars, they had also brought unexpected wealth. Their coin had resurfaced the road to the castle, built new guard towers, finished the west wing, and furnished this lovely room, to say nothing of paying for Elizabet and Jaleel’s stylish new clothes. Gerard had been in the castle for only an evening, and he had already seen numerous testaments to the trade the refugees had brought with them over the summer and fall. He wanted to believe that Lord Holovar was hesitating out of compassion for the refugees, but... You were always a little greedy, Father.

Silveo spoke suddenly in his head. “Believe me, the refugees do not care whether their lives are spared out of greed or compassion. They just want to live.”

Gerard gave an irritated flick of his tail. Sometimes, Silveo managed to pick thoughts out of his mind that he had not intended to share.

Lord Holovar stared into the fire. At last, he said, “Silveo?”

Silveo looked up in frank surprise. His pale eyes met Lord Holovar’s dark ones in the shifting light. When it became obvious that the king was truly asking for his opinion, Silveo took a deep breath. “Back on Sern, the ocelons have a saying: walk on water or drown.” Silveo let them think about that for a moment. “It means that you have encountered a situation that will require something beyond your usual methods of dealing with problems. It means that you will not survive unless you do something extraordinary.”

Lord Holovar turned back to the fire. “Like closing the ports.” He sagged a little. In a flash of intuition, Gerard realized that his father did not want to do it. He’s looking for any excuse not to.

Silveo stood up in front of the fire and faced them. Gerard could tell that he was gathering himself for something. “Mishael.”

Lord Holovar looked up sharply, and Gerard winced. No one had ever called his father by his given name...except perhaps Gerard’s mother, and she had been dead for two decades. Silveo had done it on their last visit as a deliberate taunt. He didn’t sound like he was taunting now.

To Gerard’s surprise, Lord Holovar looked at Silveo and said nothing. He did not so much as bristle.

“I don’t know about goldsmiths and shipwrights,” continued Silveo, “but I do know that one of Wefrivain’s finest sculptors and jewelers is wandering your streets in rags as we speak. She was working out of Skysea last I knew, which is a holding of Sern, far from the main island. Her creations were particularly famous in the Serinese court, although I’m sure she took commissions elsewhere, too. She designed the Fang’s figurehead.”

Elizabet looked impressed. “The Jeweled Sea Snake?”

“That was the name of her studio.”

Elizabet nodded. “I attended a banquet once with silver tureens and carafes from that studio. They were magnificent.”

Jaleel looked skeptical. “I don’t see how tureens can solve our problem...however magnificent they may be.”

Lord Holovar waved him impatiently to silence. He was still looking at Silveo. “You think the goldsmith and shipwright were telling the truth?”

“I think,” said Silveo, “that the ‘dregs of Serinese society’ do not have access to ships. I ought to know. I was one.”

Lord Holovar opened his mouth, but Silveo continued. “In a crisis, people with a few resources are the most likely to survive and escape. By the time they reach you, they may be in rags, but they didn’t start that way. I am very sure that you have considerable talent down there in your harbor—people with valuable skills, including, yes, goldsmiths and shipwrights and probably some skills that you don’t think you need, like sculptors. Nevertheless, these skills are valuable to the right person in the right place.”

Silveo took a quick breath, and looked intently at Mishael. “When I was a teenaged assassin, living by my wits, I looked for skilled people in a state of crisis—people who had no reason to expect help from me—and I helped them...for a favor. I lived amid a network of favors. Favors got me into and out of places and situations where money would never have worked. People are valuable, Mishael. Their skills and knowledge are valuable.”

“Yes,” whispered Elizabet.

Silveo leaned forward. “Do you want to make Holovarus great, Mishael? I mean really great—a power to be reckoned with? You are looking at the means to do it. These people are the treasure, not what’s in their holds or wallets. If Malabar steals their ships and hangs them, he’ll be throwing away the pearl, so that he can eat the oyster.

“More of them will come, yes—I think a lot more of them—and you’ll struggle this winter. But I’ll tell you something else, and I could be wrong, but I doubt it—I think real pirates are coming. Pirates or something worse. The Great Islands were already tipping towards chaos. Their gods have lost control, and the shelts of Wefrivain don’t know how to get along without them. Rulers in the Lawless Lands have coveted the wealth of Wefrivain for years. What do you think they will do when they see its defenses in tatters?”

Silveo stopped talking, and only the crackle of flames broke the silence. At last, he continued, “The leopons might save you, but I would avoid debts to Culowen Reza if possible. He’s not the worst master you could have, but once he has hold of something, he never lets go. If you want to remain an independent kingdom, don’t take his gifts.”

Silveo jerked a finger at a tapestry on the wall—a stylized map of Wefrivain. “The earthquake is out there,” he said, pointing to the Great Islands. “The great wave is coming here. It will wash over the Small Kingdoms, and most of them will be swept away. Take these people who are fleeing to you now, and build a sanctuary. Learn their skills and put them to work. Insist that your folk take them in. Set an example by taking as many as possible yourself.

“You do not have to house them in luxury. Just feed and clothe them and put them to work. Set them to making defenses along the coast if you like; that would be effort well-spent. Refit their boats and send them to patrol with your sea watch. If you have set aside crown lands for an emergency, now is the time to use them. Put these people there as renters, make sure they have enough supplies to get through the winter, and help them rebuild their fortunes.”

Jaleel raised an eyebrow. “A power to be reckoned with? Holovarus?”

Silveo spread his hands. “You sit athwart the trade route between the Sunkissed Isles and Wefrivain. The Sunkissed Isles are no friend to wyverns, and so the gods have limited Wefrivain’s contact with them. However, the age of wyverns is ending. Holovarus is a small place, yes, but it could be a vital port on an active trade route.”

Mishael looked thoughtful.

“If I am wrong about this winter,” continued Silveo, “if nothing worse than hordes of starving shipwrights, goldsmiths, and sculptors wash up on your shores, then you will still do well to make room for them. They will diversify your economy and generate wealth for your kingdom in years to come.” Silveo’s voice dropped to a murmur. “But if I am right—if the great wave is coming—then you will need all the help you can get. Walk on water, Mishael, or drown.”
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Chapter 6. The Peacock Room
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“Thank you for your kindness and your hospitality, Father,” said Gerard, after they’d talked for a decent interval on lighter subjects. “I am very glad to see you and Jaleel, and to meet Elizabet.”

“You talk as though you’re leaving,” said Elizabet. “We thought you’d stay the night.”

Gerard blinked. “Oh?”

“Well, yes!” exclaimed Jaleel. “Surely you don’t mean to walk back through the port at this hour?”

“I have been in that port at all hours,” said Gerard, confused.

But Lord Holovar was shaking his head. “If you really must return to your ship tonight, I’ll loan you a griffin. The port is not as safe as it used to be, even with an escort.”

“Well, we were nearly attacked on our way here,” said Silveo.

Jaleel looked at him sharply. “What?”

“It was only some refugees seeking an audience,” said Gerard.

“Our guard threatened to kill them if they didn’t get out of the road,” continued Silveo. “I thought that was a little harsh, considering the group was composed of starving artisans, as far as I could tell. In addition to the sculptor, I recognized one tailor from Mance.”

Lord Holovar looked weary, and Jaleel passed a hand over his face.

Gerard spoke suddenly. “Let us manage a few court days for you.”

The other grishnards looked at him in surprise. Even Silveo looked startled.

Gerard licked his lips. “I...I want to help, Father, I truly do.” But we are not staying here. “This is one way we could help. I’ll see whether the rest of the captains are willing to stay a few more days—just a few more days—and Silveo and I will sort out some of the refugees for you. I’ve sat in that courtroom more days than I can count, and I think I have a good grasp of the local business perspective. It sounds like Silveo knows some of the refugees. He also has...um...”

“A lot of experience with petty crime,” said Silveo, “speaking as one of the dregs of Serinese society.”

“You can stop using that phrase,” said Jaleel.

“Father, you and Jaleel can focus on a plan for the refugees and deal with the local lords,” said Gerard. “Whose was the other sloop in the harbor?”

“Lord Arken,” said Jaleel. “He’s come to complain that squatters have set up again on Holovarus-6, and he would like our sea watch to deal with them. He wants permission to hang them himself, but, so far, we haven’t given it. He will not be pleased to learn that he’s to feed and clothe them. If...” Jaleel glanced at Lord Holovar. “If that’s what we’re doing.”

Mishael hesitated. Finally, he said, “Thank you for your offer, Gerard. I would value your opinion after a closer look at the refugees. Silveo...you may be right. I have not made a final decision in this matter, but your advice is well-taken. If you would render your opinion of what you find in the court, I would be grateful.”

Silveo made a little bow. “I’ll do that, my lord.”

Lord Holovar’s mouth curled in something near a smile. “Am I ‘my lord,’ now?”

“Whatever you say, Mishael.”

Lord Holovar gave a little snort that was almost a laugh. Gerard could hardly have felt more surprised if his father had taken off his shirt and danced on the table. He shot a wondering glance at Silveo. You are renegotiating this relationship on your own terms...and he’s letting you do it.

“And what is my job?” asked Elizabet.

“Have you not been taking court days?” asked Gerard in surprise. Most of the queens and princesses of the Small Kingdoms took turns in the public courts. It was a large part of their duty as royalty.

Elizabet raised an eyebrow at Jaleel, who looked uncomfortable. “She is carrying the heir to the throne,” he said quietly.

“And you are afraid someone will attack her?” asked Silveo.

Gerard expected an exasperated comment from Elizabet, but she said nothing.

“Someone did attack her,” said Jaleel, “earlier this year.”

“We don’t know that,” she said quickly. “It was probably an accident.”

“It was not an accident.”

“I was walking on the docks,” said Elizabet, “and I fell in. It was clumsy of me.”

“She’s not clumsy,” said Jaleel. “Someone pushed her. We weren’t being so careful then, and she only had a maid and one guard with her, neither of them paying attention. When the guard heard the splash and hurried to help, he swears he saw someone running away between the buildings.”

“What did this person look like?” asked Silveo.

“Small,” said Jaleel. “The right size for an ocelon. Many of the refugees are ocelons.”

Gerard shook his head. “Why would the refugees want to attack the princess?”

“Because they’re angry that we can’t give them everything they want?” suggested Jaleel. “I don’t know, Gerard. I just know that I don’t want her in town if I can help it—not while there are so many strange folk about.”

Elizabet seemed anxious to change the subject. “We appointed a room for you,” she said to Gerard and Silveo. “I’m sorry for the misunderstanding about lodging tonight. I’m sure we can provide anything you need...or you can make a note of your requirements, and we’ll send a griffin back to your ship. I suppose we probably don’t have many clothes that would fit Silveo.”

“Lead the way,” said Gerard.

Jaleel grinned. “You know the way. We put you in your old room—the one you liked best.”

Gerard wasn’t sure how he felt about that. The room to which Jaleel referred was a high tower chamber on the east side of the castle where Gerard and Jaleel had slept as children. Jaleel had moved into apartments in the royal wing as soon as he came of age, but Gerard had lingered until he’d been more-or-less forced by his father to move to the royal apartments. Gerard had converted the tower room to a private study and had occasionally slept there in spite of his father’s disapproval.

When they reached the top of the narrow stairs, Gerard saw that the room had been converted back into a bedchamber. He was a little relieved to see none of his old furniture. It was a spacious chamber with a four-poster bed and elaborately carved dressing table, as well as a little sitting area.

Like the rest of the castle, this chamber had clearly seen Elizabet’s touch. It was decorated in green, blue, and gold. An arrangement of peacock feathers stood on a little table, and the walls had been recently plastered and painted to match. Thick, wool carpets kept the icy touch of the stone floors at bay, and there was a low fire in the grate.

Silveo went straight to the dressing table, which included an inordinate number of mirrors. “I feel strangely at home.”

“I thought you’d like that,” said Elizabet, who’d come with them to show off the room. “Also...” She went across to the enormous window in the far wall. It had been Gerard’s favorite feature of this room for a variety of reasons. “We recently replaced the glass in many of the sleeping chambers. For this guest room, I wanted something special. You can’t see it very well at night, but it’s wonderful when the sun shines through in the morning.” She drew back the curtain, and Gerard saw that the thick, warped glass full of bubbles had been replaced with beautiful new stained glass.

“Is it a peacock?” asked Silveo in delight.

“Yes!” said Elizabet. “You’ll see in the morning. I call this the peacock room. There’s some paper and a quill on the table. If you’ll write a note to your steward or...or ship’s officer or whatever...we’ll have a griffin fly it down to your ship and bring back anything you need.”

“Thank you,” said Silveo, already scribbling. “And may I say that you have superior taste to all other Holovars in this castle?”

Elizabet chuckled. “Well, it’s not the Haplagian Court, but I fancy I will not be embarrassed if my family ever comes to visit.”

Gerard heard them as though at a distance. He stared at the fine, thin-paned glass. He wondered whether the new window could even be opened. Probably not. Just as well.

“Gerard?”

He realized with a jolt that Elizabet had already left. He glanced down to see Silveo studying his face with a frown. “You’re staring at that window like it’s the mouth of a dragon.”

Gerard drew the curtain. “Sorry.” He came over to the sitting area and dropped onto a heavily padded sofa. He wondered how long the servant would take to arrive with their things so that he could go to bed. Silveo leaned over the back of the sofa and spoke against his ear. “What’s wrong?”

“Other than my family being in a precarious situation, which could easily end in a mob burning the castle and killing them in their beds?” asked Gerard.

“Yes, other than that.”

Gerard looked at the ceiling. “I’ll tell you in the morning.”

Silveo came around the sofa, stretched out on it, and put his head in Gerard’s lap. “Then tell me about Holovarus.” He caught Gerard’s twitching tail and began brushing out the tuft. “How many islands?”

Gerard spread his arms along the back of the couch. “Nine. But only four of them are inhabited year-round.”

“Why?”

“Because the others have no fresh water supply.”

“What’s their chief export?”

“Fish, shellfish, kelp.”

“Glamorous,” said Silveo.

“Not exactly.”

“Pearls?”

“Holovarus exports a small number of pearls most years,” said Gerard, “but we don’t have the large pearl beds of Isidor and Malabar. Many of our clams are harvested before they can make pearls, simply to feed our population.”

“Timber?” asked Silveo. “I saw woods behind the castle.”

Gerard nodded. “The main island has some timber, mostly owned by the crown. Father manages it very strictly, so that we have enough masts and spars to meet our needs. In addition, Stormsgrove has thickly forested cliffs. The timber is difficult to harvest, but valuable.”

Silveo thought for a moment. “Is Malabar your most important neighbor?”

“Yes. It’s a larger island with more arable land. They grow rice there, which we use, as well as pegasus, sheep, goats, other livestock, textiles... Malabar also has the markets where people come to trade. So even if one of our merchants produces, say, purple dye from a type of sundew that grows in the bogs, that merchant will need to get to Malabar to find buyers.”

Silveo nodded. They were quiet for a moment, thinking.

At last, Silveo said, “What did your father say to you right after you woke up on Maijha Minor? When the two of you were alone?”

Gerard sat very still. His father’s words echoed in his head: Your presence, your leadership would help so much. You can keep Silveo. Make him a royal advisor, or secretary, or whatever he wants. You don’t have to marry. Jaleel has a wife now. His child can inherit. Name your price, and come home.

If Silveo could hear Gerard’s memories, he gave no sign of it.

Aloud, Gerard said, “He was just hoping we’d visit.”
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Chapter 7. Jager Thunder
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Gwain Maijha had enjoyed an interesting evening in Port Holovarus, drinking with some of the locals, asking discreet questions, and somehow never mentioning his own name. The weather was cool enough that he might reasonably wear a coat that hid his feathery tail, a cap that hid most of his pale blue hair, and specially-made boots that hid his hooves. The locals—all of them grishnards—assumed that Gwain was also a grishnard. This was half true, although he looked more like his mother’s side of the family, who’d been shavier fauns—pegasus shelts. Gwain’s dew claws were the only visible trace of his father’s contribution—dew claws, and a striking facial resemblance to King Leopaard Maijha.

The now-disgraced king was said to be living in the Pendalon mountains, where he’d gathered many refugees from Wefrivain and created a new court, free of wyvern interference. Gwain intended to join them. He’d done all he could in Wefrivain, what with developing a new way of mass-producing books and then using it to publish a text explaining that wyverns were not gods and could be killed. The book had been largely ignored until Silveo sprinkled the text with profane jokes and contracted leopon criminals to distribute it. Only then had the book become the hottest contraband in the crescent.

The situation was entirely out of Gwain’s control, and he wasn’t sure he could even call the book his own anymore. He continued to feel a certain responsibility to the fauns of Maijha Minor, whose resistance organization he’d managed for many years. He’d been an initiated member of the Kwarla-conch tribe of zeds—one of the fiercest warrior tribes on the island—and he had blood ties to the shavier of his mother’s family. In addition, he was currently sharing his bed with Merta, a gazumelle from Maijha Minor.

After the fire in the Great Lodge, Gwain had taken all those who could reach the ships and organized them as their desires and his needs permitted—taking some in the Defiance, placing others in additional ships (all of whom had sailed on to the Sunkissed Isles), and equipping a few who wished to try for the journey to the Lawless Lands by pegasus.

However, the fauns he had helped were only a fraction of those on the island. Indeed, they were only a fraction of those who’d been in the Great Lodge that night, and he still worried about what had become of the rest. The Fang and company had stayed away from other islands and ships on their way to Holovarus. They had a long journey ahead of them. They needed to avoid fights and damage to their vessels.

After a half watch in town, Gwain reluctantly concluded that the inhabitants of Port Holovarus had no idea what was happening in the larger crescent. News traveled slowly to these far-flung ports. There was much foreboding and speculation, but nothing definitive.

At last, Gwain excused himself and went in search of his second favorite passion after social justice—natural history. He’d read that a distinctive species of moth—the Holovarus honeytail—inhabited the hills above town, and he was anxious to collect and describe a specimen. He’d equipped himself before leaving the ship with a dark lantern, net, jar, and notebook. He’d had companions, too, but they were all busy drinking, losing at cards, and enriching ladies of easy virtue. So he started out of town accompanied only by his winged-wolf, Tzu.

The name “winged-wolf” was a misnomer common in the islands. On Maijha Minor, Tzu would have been called a blood bat, and it was a more accurate name. She stood a little above waist height to Gwain, but moved with a slouching gate that made it look as though her joints were in all the wrong places. The membranes of her wings formed so much loose skin that it was sometimes difficult to tell that she had only four limbs.

To Gwain, she was not exactly a pet, not exactly a friend, and not exactly a child—but a little of all three. He’d raised her from an egg, and she’d remained by his side through thirteen years of hardship and danger. Her wild counterparts spoke to each other in a register higher than shelts could hear. Tzu compromised by speaking in a soft, hissing voice.

As they started up a deserted track out of town, Tzu said, “Someone is following us.”

“I know,” murmured Gwain. He’d marked the cautious footfalls as they left the busier streets.

“Do you want me to give them a surprise?” whispered Tzu. She was, in fact, not very dangerous to anyone who wasn’t asleep. Blood bats could be deadly when they came in groups, but individuals were fragile. Tzu couldn’t even fly easily without climbing onto something or being tossed into the air. However, she certainly looked alarming when she reared, spread her wings, opened her mouthful of needle-sharp teeth, and ran on her hindlimbs towards an attacker.

“No,” said Gwain. “I’ll deal with it.”

He turned suddenly. They’d left the last of the scattered buildings behind, but the lights of Port Holovarus clearly silhouetted three shelts in the road. Two of them were the right size to be lowland grishnards, and one looked like an ocelon. “You appear to be lost, my friend,” said one of the grishnards in an obsequious wheedle.

“Just out for a walk,” said Gwain. He was wearing his second-best coat—a choice he now regretted—and a fine woolen scarf against the chilly fall air. He was glad, at least, that he’d chosen a cap that did not impair his peripheral vision.

“You sure?” piped the other grishnard. His accent sounded like the Great Islands, probably Sern. “We thought you might have gotten a bit confused, what with your needing those fine lenses. It would be a shame to lose them. I’m sure they’re very expensive.”

Gwain remembered that he was still wearing his reading spectacles. He’d put them on to look at something in the tavern and forgotten to take them off. He plucked them from his face and slid them into a breast pocket. “Indeed. Thank you for reminding me.” He was fairly certain that the only reason they had not attacked him yet was Tzu. They were eyeing her critically. Gwain was beginning to think that he would not get his moth this evening.

“Thank you for your concern,” he said, “but it is needless. Now if you’ll excuse me...” He slid his hands into his pockets, turned away...and stepped lightly to the side. Gwain’s foot shot out and tripped the grishnard who’d charged him. His attacker went down heavily, yelping as he landed on whatever weapon he’d been carrying. Gwain spun on one foot, the other already lashing out at chest height. He caught the ocelon in the face and the second grishnard squarely in the sternum. The ocelon fell back, clutching his nose, and the grishnard landed on his rear in the middle of the road. He scrambled up, a knife flashing in his hand, lip curling in a snarl.

Gwain stepped on the heel of one of his own boots with the toe of the other. It was a struggle to get them off this way, but he’d done it before. The grishnard gave a roar and charged at him just as Gwain freed himself of his second boot. Gwain’s hoof blades did not flash in the moonlight. They’d been blackened and were difficult to distinguish from his hooves. The grishnard reeled away with a shriek, dropping his knife and clutching his arm. Gwain was already circling him and delivered a final, numbing blow to the shoulder that sent the bandit to his knees.

Gwain turned to the ocelon—the only attacker still standing. The ocelon stumbled back a pace, holding his streaming nose. He looked like he wanted to run, but couldn’t see straight and was afraid to turn his back on Gwain. “Yield!” he croaked desperately.

Tzu stalked out of the ditch, where she’d skittered when the fight began. Her little ears and nose twitched. “Blood!” she said happily.

The ocelon’s eyes went round as Tzu trotted up to him. “I wouldn’t move if I were you,” commented Gwain. The ocelon gave a terrified whimper as Tzu started to wash his face.

“Please don’t kill us!” sobbed the grishnard who was clutching his arm. “Oh, please, your honor! We’re sorry!”

The one who’d led the charge sat up, wincing, “Shut up, Terrance.” Gwain thought he was the oldest of the group, probably in his late forties.

“You’re not very good at this,” observed Gwain.

“Well, it’s not like we apprenticed to a cut-purse,” snapped the eldest bandit. “And your port authority is going to hang us eventually anyway, so why not start now?”

Tzu had cleaned nearly all the blood from the ocelon’s face, and his gibbering had sunk to an occasional squeak. “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced,” said Gwain patiently. “I am a traveler here myself—nothing whatsoever to do with the port authority. I came out this evening to look for a moth and now I’m afraid I must return without it, as you all clearly need medical attention.”

The bandits stared at him.

“Medical attention,” repeated Gwain, “as you have somehow fallen and injured yourselves in the road.”

There was a moment of stunned silence, and then the grishnard who appeared to be the leader gathered what remained of his dignity and stood up. He pulled his cap off and made an awkward bow. “Marice Allister, sir. Glassblower and glazier. At your service.”

Gwain returned the bow. “Gwain Maijha, at yours.”

Terrance began to moan. “Oh goddess of the abyss! He’s a pirate! A godsdamned pirate—”

“Terrance, shut up!” hissed the ocelon. He’d actually begun offering Tzu his fingers for cleaning.

Terrance took his eyes off Gwain long enough to look at his wound. Blood was seeping through his sleeve. He made a little choking noise and hit the dirt in a dead faint.

To Gwain, the ocelon said, “I’m Gerbo. We’re all glaziers. Master faints-at-the-sight-of-his-own-blood can make a really excellent pitcher, although he’s not good for much else.”

Gwain nodded. He crouched to have a look at Terrance. The hoof blade had cut deep into his forearm, and the sleeve was saturated with blood. Tzu came over to investigate, but Gwain waved her away. “Does anyone have anything like bandages?” he asked.

The three would-be bandits looked at one another. Gwain sighed. He picked up his victim’s fallen knife and used it to cut off the sleeve. He noticed, out of the corners of his eyes, how the others winced. They’re not sure how he’ll replace this shirt. But they didn’t interfere. Gwain took out a flask and poured wine over the wound. Then he took off his own scarf and made a dressing. “There. Who wants to carry him?”

Allister heaved Terrance over his shoulders, Gwain put his boots on, and they all started back into town. “How do glaziers from Sern end up...unconventionally employed on the streets of Holovarus?” asked Gwain.

They hesitated. At last, Allister said, “Surely you know what’s been happening on Sern over the last two seasons?”

“Are you from the main island, then?”

Allister nodded. “My family has owned a glassworks there for a long time. Used to, anyway. Terrance is my cousin. Gerbo worked for us.” He licked his lips. “It...it’s been a long, strange year.”

“We fled to Hespia when the trouble started,” said Gerbo. “That’s practically in Lecklock. For a while, it seemed like the glassworks might be reestablished. But then the trouble reached Hespia, too. We were pretty badly robbed, and we had to run again without much in the way of supplies. Then there was sickness aboard and a storm...”

He stopped in surprise as several pegasus flashed by overhead. Gwain was surprised, too. It was rare to see more than one or two pegasus at a time, usually sent as messengers. However, as more and more animals filled the sky, it became obvious that these were not domestic. These were wild pegasus. They were the small, jungle species not commonly used as mounts, but more often killed for their meat, skins, and feathers. The flock flashed green and blue, scarlet and gold in the moonlight. They were singing to one another in a language that Gwain did not at first recognize. Then he realized that it was high grishnard—the language of old Wefrivain, the language of the shavier fauns.

The group stood in the empty street, staring up in wonder. “They’re migratory,” whispered Gwain. “This is the right season...”

“But so many...” murmured Allister.

“We could eat for a yellow month on one of those,” said Gerbo wistfully.

The flood of animals was growing. Soon, they eclipsed the moons. Their singing grew so loud that it was hard for shelts on the ground to speak to one another. The empty street began to fill with people—sleepy grishnards emerging from their houses to stare at the sky. “Is this normal?” shouted Gwain at one lady in a nightdress.

She shook her head.

Gwain looked back at the sky. A sense of foreboding overcame his wonder. They’re not migrating. They’re fleeing.

“Tzu, get up there and see if you can find out why they’re here.”

Tzu nodded. Gwain picked her up and tossed her into the air. She flapped awkwardly for a moment and then began to rise in circles—up and up into the darting, brilliantly-colored sea of pegasus.

Gwain lost sight of her. She fell back into view abruptly as though punched from above. Tzu fluttered down, and Gwain caught her in his arms. She hugged him with her spread wings, gasping, and he soothed the soft fur of her back. “I’m sorry; that was shortsighted of me. Are you alright?”

“Yes,” she panted.

“Did they tell you anything?”

Tzu shook her ears. “Jager thunder.”

“What?”

“That’s all they said. All I could understand. They’re fleeing from jager thunder.”
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Chapter 8. Five Days
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“And that’s all she could get out of them.” Gwain was sitting in the Fang’s dining cabin, where Silveo and Gerard had invited the other captains to breakfast. Gwain was not technically the captain of the Defiance, but its owner. The captain was sitting at his elbow—a white foxling named Mink. She was in her early sixties, although she didn’t look it. She’d had a checkered career, mostly as a smuggler, but she had been sailing Gwain’s ship for the better part of a decade. Her second-in-command had come with her, a leopon named Sirwen.

Across from them sat Basil, the captain of the Nightingale, along with his second, a hunti named Sashel, and his ship’s healer, an ocelon named Lu. Basil was a lowland grishnard with curly blond hair and golden eyes. He’d been raised by hunti and had an uneasy relationship with his own species. Sashel was probably a woman, but looked to grishnard eyes like a husky man with mottled skin and hair and a brush of a tail. Hunti nearly always used male pronouns and typically sailed in groups—family ships with complex blood ties. Gerard knew that Basil considered Sashel some kind of relative.

Lu had made her living for years as an apothecary in Haplag. She made good medicines, although, according to Silveo, she made even better poisons. Like Silveo, Lu had grown up in desperate circumstances and had escaped that life slowly and painfully. She and Basil were married, at least by hunti standards, and they’d both had relationships with Silveo at different points in time.

“Jager thunder?” repeated Gerard. “What does that mean?”

Gwain hesitated. “I’m not sure, but...I did meet jagers in the Lawless Lands last winter.”

Silveo looked up with interest. “So they’re not extinct everywhere?”

“No,” said Gwain. “They are alive and well on the Inland Sea. They’re good sailors, or so I heard.”

“Do you still think they used to be a dominant power in Wefrivain?” asked Gerard. He’d read as much in one of Gwain’s books, but that was before Gwain had taken the trip into the Lawless Lands last winter.

Gwain nodded. “They’re as big as grishnards, and their animal counterparts—jaguars—could rival a griffin in a fight. I suspect it was the grishnards’ advantage by air that ultimately drove jagers out of the crescent. Griffins and wyverns—they’re hard to beat in a ship fight.”

Gerard looked thoughtful. “Jagers from the Inland Sea...” He glanced at Silveo. “That would certainly meet your prediction of something worse than refugees...if they make it all the way to the Small Kingdoms.”

Sirwen snorted. “Why would jagers want to take the Small Kingdoms? These little islands have been safe for years because they don’t have anything the Great Islands want.”

Silveo steepled his hands. “As I pointed out to Mishael Holovar last night, the Small Kingdoms sit athwart the trade route to the Sunkissed Isles. There hasn’t been much trade in the last century, because wyverns choked it. Now, however...”

Mink looked thoughtful. “These little islands could be valuable ports of call.”

“Your uncle certainly thinks so,” continued Silveo, looking at Sirwen. “Apparently, he’s sent a fleet of leopons to prowl around the Small Kingdoms over the summer and fall, asking for fealty in exchange for protection.”

Sirwen considered. “That is interesting. Have any of them accepted Culowen’s offer?”

“Maybe.” Gerard told the group about Lord Malabar’s visit and his plans to deal with pirates and refugees. “He’s holding a council meeting in five days for all the lords of the Small Kingdoms. Silveo and I have agreed to cover court duties in the meantime, so that my father and brother can make preparations and deal with their local lords.”

There was a moment of silence, during which Gerard could tell that everyone was trying not to say the wrong thing. At last, Mink spoke. “Will you be attending the council meeting on Malabar, Gerard?”

Gerard shut his eyes. “I know you all must think that I am being drawn back into the Small Kingdoms, but I assure you I have no intention of staying or even wintering here. I do expect we’ll be in port for a few days longer than originally planned. If the delay is too great, I will not take it amiss if you all want to sail on to the Sunkissed Isles. Every day we linger increases the likelihood that we will encounter severe weather in the crossing.”

“Speaking for the Defiance,” said Gwain. “I think we’ll stay.” He glanced at Mink and Sirwen. “Unless my ship’s company objects. I haven’t found my Holovarus honeytail yet.” That made his officers laugh.

In a more serious voice, Gwain continued, “In fact, Gerard, I think you should just plan to attend the council on Malabar. It’s only five days, and you’ll have a better idea where your family stands, what they’re facing, and what they intend to do about it. Three days versus five days... It’s not a significant delay.”
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Chapter 9. A Day in Court
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“Bees!” exclaimed the grishnard tavern-owner who stood before Gerard’s bench in court later that morning. He wrung his hands, face twisting in obvious distress. “You must order them to sail on, Your Highness! The bees get into the ale, the rum, fine liquors...anything sweet, and they drive away customers!” Gerard heard half a dozen appeals to banish the beekeepers’ ship, along with impassioned pleas from the beekeepers themselves.

In addition, there were the pigeon-keepers. “Messenger pigeons are very useful!” said their owners. “And they only go ashore to forage.”

“Pity they don’t eat more bees,” muttered the tavern-keeper.

“Disgusting nuisance!” shot the seamstress, who was representing several shops in town that displayed their wares out-of-doors. “The pigeons foul our garments. They’re worse than seagulls!” Moments later, more pigeon-keepers were at the bench, accusing the beekeepers and other refugees of eating their stock.

Gerard spoke with a group of dyers, tailors, hatters, and seamstresses, all desperate for paying work. In every case, their ships were too battered to risk traveling further without repairs. They had nothing with which to purchase such repairs, and they were rapidly running out of food.

An irate sheep owner—a landed lord from the hills above town—reported that his animals were disappearing. He was certain that he knew the culprits—a group of ocelon laborers, who seemed to have been vineyard field hands before the trouble started. He wanted them hanged.

The ocelons, meanwhile, had come to beg vengeance for a teenager who’d been “just looking for edible roots, your honor,” and had been shot by employees of the sheep magnate.

Every local fisher in town declared their catches reduced by “these flea-ridden foreigners poaching our fish, your honor.”

In addition, a group of local wives seemed to think the foreigners were poaching their husbands. “That ship is a floating brothel! Unless you want Holovarus to have a ‘pleasure district’ like Sern, you’ll send them away, Your Highness!”

“Men will be men,” muttered one of the older women, “but having him come home with lice is another thing entirely!”

The ‘floating brothel’ turned out to be something more complicated—a number of ocelon families, who’d been dancers and trackers-for-hire on Sern. This is getting closer to Lord Malabar’s idea of the “dregs of Serinese society,” thought Gerard. He suspected the group had stolen their ship. They did not act like sailors, and it was a small wonder that they’d made it this far. They were certainly resourceful and quick to turn prostitute when other opportunities were unavailable.

They had come to court to complain, not about the housewives, but about another refugee ship, this one full of foxlings. Gerard gathered that there was bad blood between the two—rival street gangs, who’d brought their politics with them from Sern. The foxlings offered much the same services as the ocelons—trackers, healers, and, Gerard was certain, any number of bedroom services.

Parties from both ships turned up in court, wearing what they clearly considered to be their best clothes—a jingling assortment of bangles, necklaces, and brightly-colored waistcoats with yards of ribbon and the cheapest sort of lace. It made Gerard smile.

The accusations, however, were not funny at all. The ocelons claimed that the foxlings had killed two adult men and one child from their vessel. The foxlings claimed that the ocelons had killed a woman and a child. Gerard grimly noted the sordid details. He paused to remind the parties that they could be evicted from the port for brawling. He did not want to evict anyone, but any kind of violence—either amongst themselves or the citizens—would result in eviction, and they would have to make do in their leaky ships.

The endless line of supplicants continued. There were widespread reports of petty theft, and there were also darker charges—rape, both of locals by refugees and refugees by locals, the unexplained disappearance of two local children, and three shops looted over the last yellow month.

Many of the supplicants seemed surprised and bewildered when Gerard refused to make a ruling that day. He took notes and listened. “I will consider all you have said,” he told them. “Come back tomorrow.”

It was almost refreshing to get a few of the old-fashioned issues—a request for divorce, a property line dispute, a matter of inheritance. These Gerard was able to settle outright, occasionally with reference to court documents. However, he withheld final judgment on the more complex cases involving the refugees.

Silveo sat in the back of the courtroom and listened. After some debate, he had convinced Gerard that his presence on or near the bench would be an unwelcome distraction. “They will perceive me as one of the threatening foreigners,” he said. “Let me be inconspicuous. I may see things you don’t.”

Most people who’d met him would not have used the name “Silveo Lamire” and “inconspicuous” in the same sentence, but Silveo’s reputation for flashy clothes allowed him to all-but disappear without them. Wearing plain clothes and no kohl, he did not stand out amid the other species in the courtroom. Nevertheless, Gerard did see several local grishnards glance at Silveo curiously. These had doubtless seen him at some point previously, or perhaps they had family who worked in the castle.

Gerard had been a popular prince, much more popular than Jaleel, and there was already a rumor flying around town that he had returned to claim his birthright. Gerard tried to quash it in his opening words to the court, explaining that he was acting in the role of prince, only, and that he would be in port for just a few days. Nevertheless, many claimants turned up with gifts and compliments. A disturbing number came trailing supernumerary daughters. Gerard had, after all, originally run off with a local girl. Anything was possible!

The day dragged on. At one point, there was a line all the way out the door and down the street. Gerard found himself encouraging the more long-winded supplicants to come to their points.

Sunset approached. Gerard was trying mightily to be patient throughout a local barmaid’s roundabout accusation that girls from the ships were undercutting her in the matter of sexual favors. His exasperation finally boiled over. “Are you seriously asking me to enact a tariff on bedroom traffic?” he demanded. “To...protect the local economy?”

The woman blanched and babbled something about how she’d grown up here and these foreigners... Gerard sighed. The pitiful thing is, the rest of the town would probably agree with her, even those housewives who were in such a state about the ‘floating brothel.’ This woman is local, and everyone knows her, and she’s been offering her favors in that tavern for years. “I have heard you and will consider all you have said,” Gerard told her. “Come back tomorrow.”

“This next is the last one, sir,” said the clerk quietly. He saw Gerard’s relief and added, “And may I say, sir, that your patience is extraordinary.”

In the back of the room, Silveo looked like he was nodding off. Gerard was pretty sure it was a farce. Still, he wished he could do the same.

The final supplicant turned out to be the grishnard sculptor that Silveo had recognized in the crowd the night before. Gerard got the impression that she’d prepared with great care. Her clothes were worn, but not ragged. She was washed. Her dark blond hair, streaked with gray at the temples, was dressed fashionably in the manner of the Great Islands. She gave every impression of a person of taste who could handle herself around wealth and power.

She gracefully presented Gerard with a beautiful ring—turquoise gemstone, set in the claws of a curling silver dragon—and begged him to present it with her compliments to his father. “If it would please his Lordship to give me patronage, I will fill his court with splendid works of art,” she said. “My studio—The Jeweled Sea Snake—has an excellent reputation throughout the islands. We specialize in silver dishware and jewelry, but we can complete many types of commissions.”

Gerard was certain that his father had never had a court jeweler and that he expected his serviceable silver dishware to be adequate until death. However, he took the ring graciously, thanked her, and promised to present it.

When she’d gone and the onlookers had been ushered out of the room, Gerard scooped a pile of notes into his bag, stretched, and came stiffly down from the bench. Silveo sauntered up the aisle to meet him. “You look like you need dinner...and a drink.”

“Well, not in the tavern,” muttered Gerard, “lest we be beset by bees, pigeons, or their owners.” Around them, the clerk, his four assistants, and half a dozen guards went about closing the court...and pretending that they weren’t straining to eavesdrop.

“Surely there’s a tavern in town that wasn’t represented in court today,” said Silveo.

Gerard thought for a moment. “The one furthest from the docks—the Amorous Squid.”

Silveo peered at him. “The what?”

“Amorous. Squid.”

“Could you say it one more time? A little louder.”

Gerard reached out and jerked the brim of Silveo’s cap down over his eyes. Silveo was laughing so hard he could barely talk.

“That’s what it’s always been called,” said Gerard.

“How amorous is it? Should I be afraid?”

Gerard finally laughed. “I’m sure Father intended for us to go with the guards back to the palace.”

Silveo snorted. “Not a single person who was in court today could take you in a fight.” Gerard had brought his sword this time. He was wearing it openly on his hip. Silveo slid his hands into his pockets. “Do you have any idea what kinds of places I’ve walked without any guards at all?”

“Some idea,” said Gerard. He was already feeling more cheerful.

“Gods help anyone who attacks the two of us,” exclaimed Silveo as they started from the courtroom. “Unlike Gwain, I might not be so inclined to patch them up and walk them home.”
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Chapter 10. The Amorous Squid
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Silveo was delighted with the tavern’s sign—a staggering patron, embraced by a pink squid—delighted with the tentacle-shaped chandelier, and amused by the waitress, who kept inventing excuses to return to their table. “You know they sell pornographic images of this sort of thing on Sern?” he said cheerfully to Gerard. “Or they used to. I mean, the squid, of course, not the waitress, although I’m sure she would be involv—”

“Can we talk about bees and pigeons?” asked Gerard desperately.

Silveo took a sip of his drink. “A lot of townsfolk were standing in the back of the courtroom whispering the whole time you were in session. They said some interesting things.”

“Such as?”

“I think the local dyers and tailors could employ the refugees from those trades easily, but I think they’re afraid of them—not just because they’re foreigners, but because the refugees know cutting-edge techniques and fashions from the Great Islands. Your local tailors are afraid of being outdone.”

Gerard buried his head in his hands. “So, they’ll let them starve in the streets?”

Silveo shrugged. “It’s like I said to your father—someone needs to set an example. Nothing like this has ever happened before—not on Holovarus.” He hesitated. “Besides, I think I took care of it.”

“What?”

“I expressed my opinion to a couple of well-dressed gentlemen in the back. They came in to listen—never went up to the bench.”

“Probably local merchants,” said Gerard.

“Yes,” said Silveo. “I told each of them what the other was offering the tailors to open a shop.”

“What the other was offering...?” echoed Gerard.

“They weren’t, of course, but what does that matter?”

Gerard made a face. “Silveo...”

Silveo patted his hand. “I know—you’re worried about the locals being put out of business by the superior techniques of tradesfolk from the Great Islands, but competition is good for everyone. The locals will sharpen their game. If they’re smart, they’ll snap up some of these out-of-towners and incorporate their skills before a merchant provides them with backing and sets them up to compete directly.”

“Deception is not how I like to resolve disputes, Silveo.”

Silveo tipped his mug back. “Well, then, give me your solution.”

Gerard took a deep breath. “I intend to start by requiring all the out-of-towners to register—either at the court or the port authority—listing their names, their ships, and their trades. If I’m to place all of these people in meaningful roles, I need to know exactly what I’m dealing with.”

Silveo nodded. “In the end, the valuable tradesfolk will be the least of your concern. There are quite a few manual laborers, and that will be harder.”

“Manual laborers and petty criminals,” muttered Gerard. “What do you think of the ocelon and foxling dispute?”

Silveo made a face. “Well, you’re not wrong in supposing that it didn’t originate here. They’re rival...guilds, I guess you could say.”

“Street gangs seems more like it,” said Gerard.

Silveo shrugged. “On Sern, they are uncreatively called the Sleeks and the Fluffies.”

Gerard laughed.

“After their tails,” continued Silveo. “And they do all kinds of things, including running contraband for Culowen and the leopons. They started as family organizations, and they’re still mostly bound by ties of blood and marriage. They’re fairly large groups. These two ships are only a fraction of the clans.”

“Well, no matter who they are, I can’t have them killing one another in port,” said Gerard.

Silveo nodded. “I can look into it if you like. I might be able to get somewhere with the foxlings. I doubt the ocelons will even talk to me.”

Gerard shook his head. “We are here for five days, Silveo. I don’t want to get deeply entangled in these murders.” I don’t want you snooping around by yourself on a ship from Sern. “They can bring their evidence to the courtroom, and I will deal with it there as best I can.”

Their food arrived, and they ate for a time in silence. At last, Silveo said, “Can I see that ring the jeweler brought?”

Gerard dug the little box out of his pocket, opened it, and laid it on the table. Silveo plucked up the ring and examined it. He’d never worn rings. His weapons of choice were throwing knives, and rings made his fingers clumsy. This one would have been much too big in any case. Silveo set it down with a thoughtful expression.

“Thinking of resizing it for a bracelet?” asked Gerard.

Silveo smiled. “I was just trying to remember where I’ve seen it before...or something like it. Somewhere...not that long ago...”

Gerard looked at the ring again. Now that he thought about it... “It does look familiar. Were there gems like this on the urns in the House of the Dead on Mance?”

Silveo shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

They stared at the ring. Finally, Silveo said, “Are you going to sit in court every day between now and the council meeting?”

Gerard shrugged. “Probably. Why?”

“I think we should go sailing some afternoon—take the Meerkat out to that island where we had a picnic last time.”

Gerard thought back to that day—a glorious summer afternoon when all of the confusing strands of his life had seemed to balance, just for a moment. Thessalyn and Alsair had been with him—both dead now. The pleasant memories jangled discordantly against the painful ones in his mind.

Silveo searched his face. “Gerard, we don’t have to do any of this. If it’s all too much, we can just leave.”

Gerard gave a little snort. “Is the squid too amorous for you?”

Silveo did not laugh. “I mean leave. Sail tomorrow. We can’t solve their problems—not in five hundred days—and they don’t expect us to.” He sat back and adopted a lighter tone. “I do see why you didn’t want to be king. Gods, what drudgery! No wonder you grabbed a pretty girl and ran.”

Gerard laughed. “Being a good king is a lot of work.” He stared up at the tentacled chandelier. “Someday, I’ll look back on all this...the last three or four years...and I’ll remember the good parts...the best parts. But right now...” It seems like yesterday that Thess and I were walking on that beach. And Alsair died last yellow month. And so did you. And I can’t think about that, or I won’t be able to let you walk out the door by yourself.

Silveo slid his hand into Gerard’s under the table. “You want to tell me what happened in the peacock room?”

“I’ll tell you on the way back.”

They made their way through the streets towards the castle, walking slowly under a waning red moon that was just rising over the town. “I slept in that tower room until Father forced me to move to the royal apartments,” said Gerard. “Even after that, I made it my study. I liked it because it was a little isolated and had a window big enough for a griffin to come and go. I can’t tell you how many times Alsair and I snuck in and out at all hours. Whenever the pressure of governing or learning to govern became too much, I could literally fly away. We’d grab the Meerkat from wherever I’d beached her, and we’d be off—anywhere the wind was blowing.”

Silveo padded along quietly beside him, listening.

“Later,” continued Gerard, “when Thess and I... When we started spending time together, I’d get Alsair to sneak her in through the window. He wasn’t delighted about doing it, but I really didn’t care. We spent many evenings on the couch in my study.”

“Ah...” Silveo glanced at him. “Must be strange being there with me.”

Gerard shrugged. “It looks completely different now. It’s not the same room anymore.” He did not add: I am not the same person.

Gerard stopped walking so suddenly that Silveo got a little ahead of him before turning around. “Gerard...?”

“Did you see that? The alley...did you see...?”

Silveo shook his head.

Gerard half-ran back the way they’d come. He couldn’t credit what he thought he’d seen. These were desperate times, but surely, surely... He realized a moment later that he should have been more cautious of his footfalls. By the time he reached the mouth of the alley, the group of ragged children were already disappearing at the other end. He saw their darting silhouettes, nothing more. The shadows lay deep here, and there was garbage on the ground.

Silveo caught up with him. “What?” he demanded. “Those kids?”

Gerard nodded. He moved quickly along the alley, scanning the ground.

“Gerard?”

It was almost too ludicrous to say aloud. “The light is bad,” muttered Gerard. “The shadows... I couldn’t possibly have seen...seen them—”

“Seen them what?”

Gerard swallowed. “Eating someone.”
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Chapter 11. Social Drinker
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The winged wolf, Tzu, had a more active social life than anyone imagined. On the morning of their second full day in Port Holovarus, she woke in Gwain’s study and drained her first fish of the day while Gwain and Merta argued quietly over breakfast. They’d been doing that a lot lately. Tzu did not particularly like Merta. She suspected the feeling was mutual, although neither of them had ever said so. Tzu considered creeping into the next room and urinating on Merta’s clothes, but contented herself with directing a stream of urine out the cabin window in plain sight—a habit that always made the gazumelle turn up her nose.

After Merta had gone, Tzu watched Gwain write and sketch for a while and dozed on his desk with her head on his arm. When he started packing a small bag to go into town, she picked up what remained of the fish and dropped out the window.

Blood was not nutritious food. Tzu had to consume about half her weight in blood each day. To subsist on fish alone, she would have had to catch them almost constantly.

Today, she flapped and glided across the glass-clear water of the harbor from the Defiance to one of the nest box windows of the Fang. The huge mountain griffin, Felbane, watched her approach. He was a black and gold beast with a wicked beak and a mad gleam in his eagle’s eyes. However, he was not actually vicious. In fact, he was quite shy. These days, he was also forlorn, because his left wing—broken by another griffin in a fight—had healed improperly, and drastic measures had been required, lest he be forever lame. The wing had been rebroken less than a red month ago by a beast-healer from Mance. The healer, Phineas, assisted Felbane in exercising his wing several times each day, but otherwise, he was strictly forbidden to fly.

A litter of ocelot kittens had come aboard with their mother that fall, right about the time that Phineas set Felbane’s wing. It had been feared at the time that Felbane might try to hurt the kittens, but they’d actually been a great comfort to him in his confinement—gamboling about his nest box and talking in their high-pitched voices. The kittens had grown quickly, and the last of them had gone off a few days ago with one of the ships bound for the Sunkissed Isles.

Felbane missed them. He might have pined and gone off his food, except that Tzu continued to visit. She came most days if the distance between the two ships was not too great, and she always brought him a fresh, though bloodless, fish. Felbane devoured it while Tzu told him the Defiance’s gossip as she understood it.

“The lemurs say there are hydras in the Sunkissed Isles. Also, mermaids. I have not tasted their blood.”

Felbane considered. “I can fly by then. Hunt!” He was a griffin of few words, having been kidnapped for a hunti fighting pit and caged without companions for most of his life.

“If you hunt them, may I taste their blood?” asked Tzu.

“Yes,” promised Felbane.

“The Defiance’s cowry catchers have spoken with the cowry catchers who work at the port. They would like Gwain to negotiate on their behalf with the port authority.”

Felbane inclined his head.

“Merta does not like the lemur skeleton that Gwain is assembling,” continued Tzu. “I do not know why. The lemurs gave the body willingly. Gwain has been cleaning the bones and making sketches. He still cannot decide whether lemurs are shelts or something else. Merta finds the smell offensive, although I find it pleasant. She also complains of my urinating. I would like to urinate in her clothes.”

“You urinate a great deal,” observed Felbane.

“Blood is liquid,” said Tzu.

Felbane occasionally allowed Tzu to drink blood from a spot behind his ears. Some days he said no, and Tzu never pressed, but today he said yes, and she happily lapped up the hot griffin blood—stronger and spicier on her palate than the weak fish’s blood.

By mid-morning, she’d found the Fang’s pack of orphaned children. There were seven of them, ranging from around six years old to perhaps eleven. Five were ocelons from Sern, but their leader was a foxling with a bobbed tail named Mouse.

And then there was Dakar. Dakar did not come from Sern. Tzu had never gotten a clear idea of where Dakar had come from, but she was Gerard and Silveo’s adopted daughter, and she was far more complicated than she appeared. Around the other children, Dakar usually wore the form of a black foxling of about ten—close to her true age. However, in more adult company, she might appear as a young grishnard woman with black hair and eyes. If she felt threatened, Dakar might take her true form—a shape not unlike Tzu’s, but twice as large, with dark, iridescent scales, a mouth full of sharp teeth, and two venomous fangs.

The children all had jobs aboard ship, but they also had a certain amount of free time, which became greater with the ship riding at anchor in port. They had all wanted to go ashore, but so far, they had not been permitted. They took out their frustration in a variety of minor rebellions, such as gambling with real money when one or more of them were supposed to be on watch in the maintop, and using all the swear words in their considerable vocabularies.

Tzu watched them play, perched beside Dakar on the railing of the basket. Dakar liked games, but she played far too well. Mouse was her closest friend among the children, but even he wouldn’t gamble with her anymore.

Tzu, on the other hand, was sometimes permitted to play, particularly when they used tiles or dice. She could grasp objects surprisingly well, considering she had only three fingers on each hand. However, her sharp claws tended to mark up the paper cards they were using today. In addition, Tzu played for blood, literally. So, she and Dakar watched the others and were ordered not to comment or make faces on pain of banishment from the basket.

Tzu had seen Dakar shift once on a starry night and had followed her out over the ocean. Her manner of flight was not unlike that of a bat, although Tzu could not follow her when she dove beneath the waves. Gerard and Silveo did not want Dakar to assume her wyvern shape where she might be seen. They particularly did not want her to swim. Other wyverns were Dakar’s greatest potential enemies, and she was only a child.

Tzu did not think anyone knew that Dakar sometimes snuck out at night, and she kept Dakar’s secret. They’d become cautious friends. Dakar had begun allowing Tzu to drink her blood on occasion, since she could heal the wound easily by shifting. The wyvern blood was strange and smoky on Tzu’s tongue. She sat on the edge of the basket, licking the tiny puncture marks in Dakar’s arm, while Dakar rubbed her ears.

“That’s so gross,” muttered one of the ocelons.

“Why?” asked Dakar.

The ocelon just rolled her eyes.

“Blood bat’s gotta eat,” said Mouse without looking up from his cards. “Tzu, do you think Gwain would let us help look for his moth?”

Tzu considered. “I don’t think so.”

“Do you even know what a moth looks like?” asked one of the girls playfully.

Mouse slapped her lightly on the back of the head.

“They’ve got to let us go into town,” moaned a boy.

“You just want to pick someone’s pocket,” said another. “Because you’re so bad at cards.”

“I can see woods and fields beyond the castle,” said one wistfully. “I’ve never been in woods before.” The six of them had grown up in Slag Harbor, far from the vineyards for which Sern was famous.

Dakar turned away from the others. She shifted Tzu’s head up closer to her face and murmured. “I went swimming last night.” Tzu’s little ears flicked. She rolled her eyes up, still licking at the ooze of blood. “And I saw a couple of wyverns,” continued Dakar, “sniffing around the mouth of the harbor.”

Tzu stopped licking. She cocked her head. “You are unharmed?”

Dakar nodded. “They asked me if I was the god here. I said, ‘No,’ and they seemed confused. I asked them whether they lived nearby, and they said they’d come from the Great Islands—from outer Maijha—that their temple had been destroyed and they were fleeing. I asked them whether they would stay in the Small Kingdoms, and they said they weren’t sure. They asked about the shelts here. They asked whether there was jager thunder.”

Tzu cocked her head.

“I asked them what they meant,” continued Dakar, “but they couldn’t explain. The death of the great gods, they said, the end of everything—jager thunder.”
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Chapter 12. Theresa
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That evening, Lord Holovar invited the captains and officers of all three ships to dinner in the castle. He also included his own vassal lords and the wealthiest and most influential merchants and landowners from Holovarus and its holdings. Every seat at the long dining table was filled, and the room echoed with the clatter of fine cutlery and lively conversation.

Silveo had exercised considerably less restraint in his clothing choices this evening. He still wasn’t quite living up to his legend of gaudy extravagance, but Elizabet’s enthusiasm had not fallen on deaf ears. His shirt and neckcloth were a froth of lace, and he wore the lavender waistcoat with mother-of-pearl buttons. His boots were trimmed in feathers, and matching feathery baubles dangled from his white-tufted ears. He’d braided gold ribbon into his tail, though no bells.

Gerard wasn’t sure what the merchants thought of Silveo, but several of the landed lords were clearly startled. Happily, they had a variety of other novelties to absorb their attention. Basil was dressed every bit as flashily as Silveo in scarlet and gold, and he’d brought Sashel with him. Gerard was sure that the great dining hall in Holovarus Castle had never hosted a hunti before. Hunti favored plain, practical garments. However, Sashel wore several gold earrings in his notched and ragged ears and a necklace of little bones. He was missing one front tooth, and his mottled skin made him appear grubby, even though he was well-scrubbed. He looked every bit the pirate, and Gerard noted that the merchant seated to his left appeared nervous.

Gwain, on the other hand, was getting along splendidly with Lord Stillwater, who had progressive ideas about irrigation and was a little in awe of Gwain’s connections to Maijhan royalty. Mink and Sirwen seemed to be chatting amiably with their dinner companions. On the whole, Gerard thought it would be a successful evening.

As the main course got under way, his father turned to him and said, “So, what do you make of our court cases, Gerard? I see that you’ve installed a few residents in our dungeon. I trust that we will not be housing them for long?”

Gerard drew a deep breath. “The ones in the dungeon, no, my lord. You’ll need to make the final decision, of course, but I suggest they be executed or banished. They’re all clear-cut cases of rape or murder with witnesses.”

“If Gerard wants to execute them, I’m certain they need it,” muttered Jaleel.

“Quite so,” said Lord Holovar. “What else?”

Gerard launched into an abbreviated account of the various ships and their ills, as well as local complaints. “I’ve ordered the beekeepers and pigeon-keepers to anchor at the outer limits of the harbor,” he said. “That should discourage their livestock from foraging in town. If you want to follow Silveo’s advice, I would suggest giving them business licenses and some kind of a loan to set up in one of our villages. They strike me as sensible, law-abiding folk who’ve had a rough time.

“I’ve also set up a registry for the refugees. They can state their trades and skills, and the local businesses can search the registry and choose whether to hire them. That, at least, requires no business licenses and will make it easier for locals to find outsiders with skills they need.”

Lord Holovar inclined his head. “Sensible. What about the foxling and ocelon ships?” He glanced at Silveo as though to gauge his reaction, but Silveo was talking to Elizabet and ignored them.

Gerard steepled his hands. “I hired them.”

His father looked taken aback.

“I hired the ocelons to find out who killed the foxlings and the foxlings to find out who killed the ocelons. They both claim to be trackers, and they both claim not to have committed the murders. I told them to find out who did.”

Jaleel laughed out loud. Even Lord Holovar smiled. “That should shut them up anyway,” muttered Jaleel.

“I hope they actually find something,” said Gerard. He hesitated. “Father...have you had any complaints about street urchins? Children?”

Mishael Holovar considered. “Not that I recall.”

“I’ve seen them,” said Jaleel. “Several times when I’ve been in town in the evening. I assumed they came from the refugee ships. It’s unfortunate. Have they been caught stealing?”

Gerard licked his lips. “No...”

Jaleel frowned. “Something else?”

“Nothing that I can prove,” said Gerard. “But—”

At that moment, there was a disturbance at the far end of the hall. A guard’s voice, raised in anger, came clearly from across the room. “Don’t play the fool with me, madam. You were ordered to wait outside!”

All talking ceased as a grishnard woman hurried towards the head of the table, trailed by several guards. They caught up with her halfway, seized both her arms, and brought her to a halt. “I am sorry, my lord,” said a red-faced officer. “She claimed to have an important message for one of the guests. We were trying to verify this when she slipped away.”

Gerard recognized the jeweler who’d given him the ring. He had not yet found a suitable opportunity to deliver it.

“Sire,” she said quickly and tried to bow, “I apologize deeply for this interruption, but my people are starving, and we must risk going in search of a new patron in spite of the state of our vessel. I have tried on every available court date to speak with you directly, but—”

Her desperate voice grew fainter as the guards turned her around and marched her back towards the door. “I beg of you to consider what we have to offer. I swear you will not regret it!”

A patter of talking began again, but Lord Holovar was staring after the guards with an intense frown that Gerard could not interpret. He felt suddenly guilty for having not presented the ring earlier. “Father,” he began, but Lord Holovar had stood up.

“Stop.” He did not quite shout, but his raised voice carried across the room.

The guards halted in the doorway. The miserable woman had ceased struggling, and there was a moment of silence.

“Let her speak,” said Lord Holovar.

Gerard saw his surprise mirrored on Jaleel’s face. Everyone turned to have a look at the petitioner as she hurried back down the hall. She was wearing the same clothes she’d worn to court—clean, but just short of ragged. Her hair was piled on top of her head, and she stood very straight until her bow brought her almost to the floor. Gerard thought that she considered kneeling, but her pride would not quite allow that.

Nevertheless, her eyes glistened as she said, “Thank you for hearing me, my lord. I realize that I and my assistants do not look like expert silversmiths or jewelers, but we were forced to flee our studio with practically nothing. If you will only provide us with the most basic patronage, we will make such wonders for your court—”

“I believe we have met,” said Lord Holovar quietly.

The woman stopped talking. Her eyes focused on his face, and there was a long, uncertain pause. Then she whispered, “Mishael?”

He said nothing, and the dining hall was completely silent.

“Well, well,” murmured Silveo in Gerard’s head. “This is interesting.”

The woman looked down suddenly with a flustered expression. “My lord, forgive me. Yes, we have met. Long ago.”

“You were a minstrel then,” said Lord Holovar.

A smile crept into her voice. “Yes, my lord.”

Mishael Holovar seemed suddenly conscious that his entire court was staring at him. He glanced at the guards. “Please provide the lady with refreshment in the music room. I will see her after dinner.”

“What was that about?” asked Jaleel after his father had resumed his seat and the murmur of table-talk had returned.

“Her name is Theresa,” said Mishael Holovar, studiously focusing on his food.

There was a long pause. “And...?” prompted Elizabet from across the table.

“And she was a minstrel, whom I met on my coming of age tour.” Before anyone could ask anything else, he said, “Gerard, I’ve had reports of a hunti pirate ship nosing around in our waters. They attacked Goose Cove last night and raided some shops. Worse, they appear to have carried off a dozen or so of the town’s folk. It’s possible the captives were killed, but...”

“More likely, they have taken them to sell as slaves in the Lawless Lands,” finished Jaleel in disgust.

“Been there,” muttered Silveo in Gerard’s head.

Hunti from the Lawless Lands were renowned slavers. It was illegal to sell grishnard slaves in the crescent, but they could be sold inland. Even within the crescent, unscrupulous port authorities could sometimes be bribed into branding a grishnard as a leon—inspected and deemed acceptable for slave labor. This was especially true if the grishnard came from an out-of-the-way place, like the Small Kingdoms. Gerard had such a brand on his right upper shoulder. A year spent pushing a windlass and rowing a galley had given him a great deal of sympathy for slaves of all species.

Gerard frowned. “Has that been happening a lot lately?”

Jaleel nodded. “One of Narwhal Bay’s little islands was carried off entirely. I think the population was only a couple of hundred shelts, but still... The entire island taken by slavers. When the sea watch arrived, they found only a griffin cub, hiding in some bushes, and a tame ocelot prowling the smoking ruins. That sort of thing will make villagers panic.”

“They need a fortification to run to for shelter,” said Elizabet. “That’s why castles were originally built.”

Lord Holovar nodded. “A castle...or a temple with a dragon. In wilder times, the fortified islands were the only ones with populations. But it’s been many generations since that sort of thing was necessary. Now, even tiny numeraries sometimes have populations of grishnards. Those places don’t even have temples, much less castles.”

“How large is your sea watch?” asked Gerard.

“Five sloops,” said Jaleel. “They’re well-handled under Commander Jaden—grandson of Lord Stormsgrove, bright enough.”

“But?” prompted Gerard.

“But they can’t be everywhere,” said Lord Holovar, “and they have been overtaxed all season.”

“I assume the crews are local?” asked Silveo.

“Of course.”

“And their families probably need them for parts of the year? That’s what you mean by overtaxed; they want to go home?”

“Yes,” said Lord Holovar with a hint of irritation. “I understand that you want me to hire refugees, Silveo. However, if I start arming them and putting them on my ships, they could quickly outnumber locals. If any kind of conflict arises involving the out-of-towners, refugee loyalties may be elsewhere.”

“Employing mercenaries is always tricky,” said Jaleel.

Lord Holovar nodded. “And unlike traditional mercenaries, these people are mercenaries against their will. They did not leave home voluntarily and choose this situation. Even if they do not turn on us, they will surely not feel so compelled as locals to put their lives at risk defending our homes.”

“Then make Holovarus their home,” said Silveo. “I think you will have to trust some of these people in order to survive.”

“The merchants might agree with you,” said Lord Holovar. “I’ve spoken with them at length about the possibility of closing the ports, and they are very unhappy about it.”

Elizabet smiled. “Do you think they would consider hiring refugees in order to avoid closing the ports?”

“I think they would do almost anything to avoid closing the ports,” said Lord Holovar. “It would put a few of them out of business and the rest in danger for a year or more.”

“You don’t sound sympathetic,” said Silveo.

“If they managed their resources better, they could weather a fallow season,” said the king.

Oh, if only everyone were as tight-fisted as you, thought Gerard, but he felt immediately guilty. He could tell that his father was trying to examine previously inconceivable options. He could also tell that the appearance of the mysterious Theresa had shaken him. Is it possible that they were lovers? He could not imagine it. Then again, he could not imagine his father at nineteen or twenty, curious and naive, on his coming-of-age tour in the Great Islands.

He thought of the ring again. Where have I seen that sort of stone before? He still could not remember.
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Chapter 13. A Dance Interrupted
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The music room in Holovarus Castle was the closest thing it possessed to a ballroom. Gerard saw that Elizabet had gotten hold of this space as well. The walls—painted a pleasant, but uniform, dark blue for Gerard’s entire life—had been lined with mirrors and the spaces between repainted with scenes of gaiety involving an impressive variety of shelt species. They were entwined with the long, colorful bodies of wyverns—a common artistic conceit in the Great Islands.

Gerard found that he did not mind. He thought that Dakar might like to see them and wondered whether he should let her come ashore for a visit. His family knew nothing about Dakar, and Gerard wasn’t sure how much to share. He thought of the Holovarus temple again and wondered whether it was truly as empty as Jaleel believed.

The orchestra struck up a traditional melody in a slightly discordant key. The group was composed of the young offspring of well-placed local families—a tradition as old as the court. It was considered an honor to perform at the castle, and all well-bred grishnard youngsters learned some instrument. Gerard himself had played the lute at several of these events. He’d played almost as indifferently as the present crop of young people, but the modest quality of the music did not stop the company of lords, merchants, and ships’ officers from dancing in the center of the room or laughing and talking around the edges.

Gerard had no sooner picked up a drink than he was set upon by three merchants, all very earnest to convince him that the ports must not be closed for winter, else economic ruin would be imminent. They were joined moments later by as many local farmers and landowners, who were equally strident in their opinion that the ports must be closed to prevent anarchy and the end of polite civilization. Gerard listened and tried to be patient. He made the observation that he had no authority to either close the ports or keep them open, but this comment was ignored.

“Silveo, where are you?”

“Talking to Basil. Do you need to be rescued?”

“I suppose not.” Aloud, he said, “It’s not the shipping season. Surely—”

“Your Highness must realize that we prepare for the shipping season during the off-season. It is essential that we be allowed to come and go—”

“I ask you, sir, do you really want to see Holovarus overrun with non-grishnards? We’ll be a minority if these ocelons are allowed to remain! In ten years’ time, we’ll be driven from our homes!”

“There are large ocelon populations in Maijha,” said Gerard. “I have never heard of them driving grishnards from their homes.”

Lord Stormsgrove huffed. “Well, what would you say if one of them wanted to marry your child? Interspecies marriages! One of the perversions of The Great Islands!” Gerard gave him an odd look.

In his head, Silveo said, “I bet if you picked me up and licked me, they’d stop talking to you.”

“That’s sounding like a better idea all the time.”

But Lord Stormsgrove had had so much to drink that he had either forgotten that Gerard’s mate was a foxling or did not care. He launched into a conspiracy theory involving the malevolence of non-grishnards. He was particularly fixated on the idea that they married into grishnard populations in order to make them sterile. “Conquest by marriage!” He exclaimed, with a dark, knowing look. “That’s their game!”

Gerard spotted Silveo and Basil on the far side of the room. There’d been a time when he would have felt more comfortable—though no less bored—listening to Lord Stormsgrove than talking to them. How strange that seems now.

In the center of the room, Jaleel and Elizabet were dancing. Elizabet had clearly been well-trained in court dance. Like most grishnards, she gave no outward signs of pregnancy. Most panauns didn’t unless they were carrying twins, their infants being extremely tiny. Elizabet seemed to float over the floor in a whirl of gauzy skirts.

Closer to the orchestra, Gerard caught sight of Lord Holovar dancing with Theresa. A number of thwarted-looking lords and merchants were watching from the sides of the room, trying to get the king’s attention, but he ignored them.

A minstrel... Gerard could not hear the word and fail to think of Thessalyn—her heavy golden hair blowing in the wind as she walked along the beach, her mouth open in laughter or transcendent song. In retrospect, Gerard found it odd that his father had chosen to pay for Thessalyn’s education at the school of music on Mance. Mishael Holovar had never shown an inclination to spend money on art before or since.

I thought you had a soft spot for Thess...perhaps even a lust for her. Did you really just have a soft spot for minstrels? Did Thess remind you of someone else? Did you have to choose between duty and love once, Father? Unlike me, I suppose you chose duty.

At that moment, Gerard saw a servant race through the far door so abruptly that he nearly collided with a guest. He barely paused to excuse himself before darting through the middle of the dancers, making directly for the king. This can’t be good. Gerard abandoned Lord Stormsgrove mid-conspiracy theory and started across the room. The servant had gotten the king’s attention and was speaking rapidly. The orchestra was still playing, but some of the dancers had stopped and were looking concerned.

“Silveo, can you tell what’s going on?”

Lord Holovar strode through the crowd towards the door. At the same time, Silveo’s voice came faintly in Gerard’s head, “Hunti pirates are attacking the harbor.”

“Our harbor?” Gerard could hardly believe it. “Well, they chose the wrong time with so many ships present.” A moment’s reflection made him reconsider.

Silveo said, “Or maybe they chose the right time with all of the commanders at dinner.”

Would the crews of the Fang, the Defiance, and the Nightingale join in a defense of Holovarus Harbor? They had all been very careful to avoid fights on the way here so that they would be in good shape for the journey to the Sunkissed Isles. Farrell was the highest ranking officer aboard the Fang at the moment. What would he do? Gerard wasn’t sure.

Mishael Holovar stopped at the door of the music room, where he issued a string of orders to a guard. The orchestra had finally ceased playing. The king turned back to his confused guests and bellowed, “Holovarus is under attack! All those who defend her, take your weapons, and come with me!”

Gerard ran for his sword.
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Chapter 14. On the Pier
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Gerard’s heart sank as he caught sight of the unnatural glow over the bay. Something was on fire, and he wasn’t sure which would be worse—ships or the town. He jogged down the slope from the castle, a little behind the last of the guards, because he’d had to run to the tower room for his sword. He called Silveo, but got no answer. Their bond did not extend beyond the range of a raised voice. Gerard hoped that Silveo had had the good sense to stay in the castle. A melee was no place for a little foxling.

Halfway down the hill, he saw griffins from the castle flash by overhead, briefly darkening the light of the moons. Gerard caught up with the last of the guards as they reached the edge of the settlement. A flood of panicky townsfolk were running in the opposite direction. Some were trying to carry quantities of their possessions to safety. A pall of smoke floated over the buildings.

When Gerard finally reached the docks, he was relieved to see that the pier was not a bloody battleground. Instead, bucket chains had formed as shelts worked to put out a handful of fires in town. A glance at the harbor showed him that two ships were ablaze, but neither belonged to Gerard or his friends, and a swarm of boats appeared to have the situation in hand.

Gerard joined the bucket chains. The fires looked small at first, but they were spreading relentlessly among the wooden structures. Gerard assisted a group in demolishing one shop in order to create a firebreak. He worked on and on without any clear idea of broader events. Gerard passed buckets of water to grishnards, to ocelons, to foxlings, to hunti, to lemurs—even to the griffins, who were now dousing the flames from above. He deeply regretted the restrictions of his fine court clothes and wished that he’d taken a moment to change in the tower room. Many of the shelts around him wore dampened handkerchiefs tied over their faces. Even those who went barefaced grew so smudged with soot that Gerard could not tell who he was addressing or what species they might be.

At one point, he reached for a neighbor’s bucket and came face-to-face with Gwain. Gerard could tell that his friend didn’t recognize him for a moment. Then he grinned—white teeth flashing in a soot-darkened face. “I think we’re winning!” he shouted over the babble and the fire.

Gerard nodded. “But the sea breeze will undo everything if we can’t finish by dawn!”

“We’ll finish.”

Gerard was not so confident. If the breeze changed direction, as it usually did at daybreak, the fire would be driven deeper into the village, and their hard-won gains would disintegrate. Everyone knew it, and their efforts grew more frantic as the night drained away. Then, in the last quarter of the last watch before dawn, it rained.

As the first drops fell, shelts began to cheer. By the time the sky opened in earnest, they were hugging one another and laughing. As lightning replaced the golden glow of the flames, and thunder replaced the roar of burning buildings, Gerard was treated to the sight of grishnards, ocelons, and foxlings dancing amid sheets of rain on Holovarus Pier.
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Chapter 15. The Dream
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Gerard sat on the temple steps, waiting. He could not remember how long he’d been waiting or even what for. He knew that he needed to go inside, but he didn’t want to. The sun was setting beneath a bank of ominous clouds. He watched it across the bay. He could hear thunder rumbling in the distance.

At last, a girl in a white velvet gown walked up the temple hill from the village. She moved slowly, but with confidence and sat down beside him on the steps. Gerard thought that she looked familiar.

“What are you waiting for?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

She turned to look at him, and Gerard stared back in confusion. Heavy golden hair. Pale, clouded eyes. “Thess...” he whispered. And then he was hugging her, crushing her to his chest. “Oh, Thess, I missed you so much.”

“Shhh...” She rested her cheek against his. “Shhh... I’ll always be here.”

Gerard knew, then, that he was dreaming, but he didn’t care. “Thess, I killed Alsair.” He choked back a sob. “And Silveo died, but then he came back, only...only I can still remember how it felt. And I killed Morchella, and I may have helped start a war in the crescent, and now I’m afraid my family will pay for it with their lives. And I never wanted any of this. I only wanted you.”

He pulled away to arm’s length. “What happened to us?”

Thessalyn smiled sadly. She held his face with one hand and brushed a stray lock of dark hair behind his ear. “We did our best.”

“It wasn’t enough.”

“It never is.”

Gerard buried his face in his hands. “You’re not really here. You’re not real.”

She slid an arm around him and leaned her head on his shoulder. “Real is overrated. Any fool can be real and often is.” Her words were a parody of something Silveo had said to her when they first met.

Gerard snorted through his tears.

“How do you know I’m not real? Don’t you think I’d come back from the Shores Beyond the World to talk to you?”

Gerard made a face. “Does it have to be on the temple steps?”

“You chose the place,” said Thessalyn.

Gerard slumped. “I married Silveo...sort of. Are you angry?”

Thessalyn giggled. “Didn’t we invite him to run away with us?”

Gerard looked at her and said nothing.

Thessalyn sighed. “Did you read my letter?”

“Yes.”

“Do you remember what it said?”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Don’t be sad forever?”

The sun had set, and it was starting to rain. Thunder boomed in the sky overhead. It was like no thunder Gerard had ever heard before, and it made the rim of the sky glow like false dawn. Gerard turned to stare at the strange lightning. When he looked back around, she was gone.

He jumped to his feet. “Thess!” Rain drenched his clothes as he turned in a circle on the temple steps. “Thess, I’m not sad!” he shouted desperately. “I just miss you! That’s all. I just... I just...”

“Gerard.” Someone was shaking him.

“I just miss you,” whispered Gerard.

“Gerard!” Silveo was speaking both inside and outside his head. “Wake up!”

Gerard opened his eyes to a rain-dimmed day.

Silveo’s face looked exhausted, but relieved. “I’ve been looking for you all morning!” He had to raise his voice over the drum of rain. “You’ll catch your death out here! Get up!”

Gerard had a vague memory of sitting down in a dry doorway after it became clear that the fires were out. He’d closed his eyes...just for a moment. At some point after that, the fire-weakened gutter above his head had collapsed and was now spilling rainwater down his back. He was soaking wet and shivering in the cool fall air.

Silveo took Gerard’s hands and helped drag him to his feet. “Gods, you’re a mess.” Gerard’s fine clothes were in tatters—stretched and torn, blackened with soot, burned with floating embers, and drenched with rain. He had a crick in his neck and bruises he couldn’t remember receiving.

“You should have seen the other fellow,” muttered Gerard.

Silveo shook his head. Gerard saw that he’d changed into sensible work clothes with a raincoat and hat, but he’d obviously been outside for a while. His bushy tail was a sodden mass. “The fire’s completely out,” he said, “and you’ll be pleased to know that no refugee mobs stormed the castle while you were busy defending the harbor. As far as I can tell, there’s been no looting of damaged shops. The refugees behaved very well. In fact, I’m not sure that the fire would have been contained without them.”

“S’good,” muttered Gerard as he ambled through wind-swept rain. He was moving automatically towards the Fang, but Silveo took his arm and guided him in the opposite direction. “The ship is fine; I just came from there, and they’ve got plenty to do. We have beds and warm baths in the castle.” Raising his voice, he shouted to some blurry figures further up the street. “I found him!”

Gerard saw that they were castle guards. They came hurrying towards Silveo’s hail, and Gerard felt guilty. They must have been looking for me all morning. I hope Father and Jaleel aren’t worried.

Silveo answered the gist of his thought. “Gwain saw you not long before the end, so we were pretty sure you were alright. But after the rain started, it got dark. No one was sure where you went.”

“Where were you?” asked Gerard. He felt like he was moving in slow motion.

“I’m not much use in a boarding action, as you well know,” said Silveo. “But after a quarter watch, I figured the fighting had to be over, so I came down from the castle and tried to help with the fire. I saw you a couple of times, although I didn’t think you saw me.”

Gerard shook his head. Later, he could vaguely recall stumbling into the castle, saying something to Jaleel in a hallway, and then climbing the steps to the tower room. Silveo helped him strip off his clothes, and then insisted that he get into the hot tub of water that had been hauled up for him. “You’re cold. Just do it.” Gerard fell asleep in the bath twice, and then Silveo finally let him get out, dry off, and fall into bed.
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Chapter 16. Problems
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Gerard woke, much later, with Silveo’s mouth on his. He tasted of mint tea. Gerard brought his hands up and found that Silveo was fully dressed, leaning over the side of the bed. He started to pull away, but Gerard caught him around the waist and tugged him all the way into bed.

Silveo laughed. He flipped over on top of Gerard, straddling his hips over the blankets. Gerard blinked the sleep out of his eyes. Silveo was in shirtsleeves. His hair was still wet, but clean and brushed, and he was wearing lapis and silver earrings that caught the light. He looked like he’d just come from breakfast, but it had to be after noon. Gerard felt deliciously warm and well-rested. Watery light shone through the peacock window behind Silveo, bathing the whole room in a soft, colorful glow. A low fire burned in the grate.

Silveo made sure that Gerard’s sleepy eyes were focusing, then arched his back, stripped off his shirt, and flung it across the room. He was wearing a silver chain around his neck with a polished cowry shell on the end. The afternoon light from the window gave his pale skin a warm halo and drew shadows beneath his delicate collar bones. Gerard reached up, caught the chain, and pulled Silveo down for another kiss.

By the time Silveo lay curled in the crook of Gerard’s arm, they had flung most of the sheets off the bed, and Gerard had decided that the room was too hot. “Is there still bathwater?” he asked.

“Yep. It’s cool though.”

“Good.” Gerard yawned and ruffled Silveo’s wet hair. “Good morning.”

“It’s afternoon, actually.”

“Good afternoon.”

“And,” continued Silveo, “that’s the best thing that’s going to happen to you all day.”

Gerard barked a laugh. “How could it not be?”

Silveo got up and began hunting for his clothes. “No, seriously. We’ve got problems.”

Gerard sat up and stretched. Nothing seemed very serious at the moment.

Silveo pulled his shirt over his head. “I told your family I’d get you up.” He grinned. “And I did...get you up.”

Gerard groaned. He struggled out of bed and headed for the tub of water beside the fire.

“That was an innuendo!” called Silveo at his retreating back.

“Yes, thank you. I caught it.”

“Are you sure? I thought it was clever.”

Gerard set to work making himself presentable. There was a tray of tea, cheese, fruit, and biscuits on a small table. All except the tea in its cozy had grown cold long ago, but he devoured the food gratefully all the same. “What do you mean ‘problems’? I thought you said this morning that the refugees behaved very well. I even thought...” He remembered the cheering, the dancing in the rain. “I thought the fire might pull everyone together.”

Silveo buttoned his  trousers and came to sit on the couch. “It did. The villagers have been generous with housing offers for the refugees whose ships burned. Trouble is... Well, let me tell you about the pirates first.

“Your father and Jaleel think that they must have taken note of the various lords coming to dinner. The pirates correctly assumed that everyone would be busy. They came in small boats—very quickly under oars. One party set fire to a ship and a couple of buildings, and the others raided the dockyard on the opposite side of the bay. Everyone was running to put out the fires.”

“So they were after supplies?” asked Gerard.

Silveo shook his head. “They were after slaves. They waited until the strongest villagers had run to help with the fires, then broke into a dozen homes and grabbed people—mostly children.”

Gerard grimaced. “They didn’t get away, though?”

“No. On their way out, they made the mistake of stopping to attack one of the refugee ships moored near the mouth of the harbor. I’m sure they wanted to add a few prime sailors to their catch. Instead, they got an entire crate of angry bees dumped into their boat.”

Gerard barked a laugh. “Those ships...”

“I guess boiling honey makes a pretty good weapon,” said Silveo. “Anyway, the ships in the mouth of the harbor made a brave stand and suffered for it, but they slowed the pirates down long enough for the castle griffins to arrive.”

“Are there any pirates left?” asked Gerard.

Silveo shook his head. “We had two last night, but they died of their injuries before dawn. Neither were talkative. I don’t think they spoke much grishnard.”

Gerard considered. “Sounds like things turned out as well as could be hoped under the circumstances.”

“For that part, yes,” said Silveo. “The refugees helped to put out the fire, and the pirates probably would not have been taken if not for the bee ship. In addition to the children stolen from town, grishnards from Goose Cove were in the hold of the slaver. Apparently, some of them have relatives in town. They were all very grateful.”

“That’s wonderful!”

“Yes,” said Silveo. “Here’s the not-wonderful part—about fifty faun slaves, mostly shavier, were also in the hold of the pirate ship. Of course, they claimed they’d been kidnapped off a free ship, but they don’t have the tattoos to prove it. At least, that’s what the grishnards said who briefly got a look at them.”

Gerard frowned. The inhabitants of Holovarus had never been wealthy enough to own many slaves, but faun meat was traditional at Moon Festival and as offerings to the gods. The wyverns taught that the consumption of faun meat was healthy for panauns. A small number of faun slaves were imported to Holovarus every year for temple offerings, Moon Festival feasts, and manual labor for the occasional large building project. Slaves were a luxury and a delicacy and rather expensive.

Gerard grimaced. “Where are they now?”

“Aboard the Defiance,” said Silveo and let that sink in.

A picture of the ugly situation was forming in Gerard’s head. The crew of the Defiance were mostly free fauns. In addition to being half shavier faun, Gwain had made it his life’s mission to bring equality and fair treatment to the non-grishnards of Wefrivain.

“Amid all the chaos from the fire,” continued Silveo, “the faun slaves were whisked aboard, and now Gwain won’t give them back or even allow them to be inspected. The soldiers who rode with the griffins and fought the pirates are unhappy. They seem to think that the hunti ship and its property are a lawful prize, and they should get their share after the crown. The slaves are worth more than the ship. Some of the merchants in town believe that the slaves should be village property, since the pirate was taken in the mouth of the harbor.”

Gerard listened in silence. Finally, he said, “What does Father think?”

Silveo pursed his lips. “He’s not the easiest person to read.”

Gerard toweled off and pulled a shirt over his head. Silveo had decided to add a waistcoat and overcoat to his attire and had gone to stand in front of the mirrored dressing table. “There’s something else,” he continued, “news from the crescent. One of Basil’s hunti heard it from one of the fauns. Something about a battle.”

Gerard turned to look at him, but Silveo only shrugged in the mirror. “I didn’t hear the details. Gwain was supposed to come up to the castle and talk to us.”

Gerard started moving faster. “You should have pushed me straight out of bed.”

“Probably.”

Gerard walked over to the dresser and bent to scoop Silveo up in a hug. “But you are always the best thing that happens to me all day.”
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Chapter 17. A Brutal Place
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Mishael Holovar had chosen to meet Gwain in the library—an informal location that must surely have been meant as conciliatory. However, there was nothing conciliatory about the raised voices that Gerard heard as he turned into the corridor. Three guards were standing outside, along with more servants than could possibly be necessary to wait upon those within. Several scampered away guiltily at Gerard’s approach.

No one tried to stop him as he pushed open the door. “—cannot believe that your citizens are contemplating this, even as they themselves have recently been saved from slavery!” Gwain was saying. Gerard saw that he’d brought two zed warriors from his crew. In addition to the king and prince, Gerard saw the captain of the castle guard and the master of griffins, along with two prominent merchants from town.

Tea things had been laid out before comfortable chairs near the fire, but it looked to Gerard as though no one had sat down. Lord Holovar was obviously letting Gwain have his say. His face was stony, but a lifetime of experience told Gerard that his father was frustrated.

“My lord, the law is clear in this matter,” said the griffin master without looking at Gwain. “Fauns not attached to a ship are property on Holovarus. There are a few legal exceptions, none of which apply in this case. My soldiers and griffins fought hard to take the pirate ship—”

“As townsfolk fought to put out the fire,” growled one of the merchants. “We were all involved in averting disaster last night, and a pirate ship taken in the harbor—”

“Was not taken by you!” shot the griffin master. “In any case, before we discuss division of the prize, we must establish what was taken. If this person—” He shot a disdainful glance at Gwain. “—wishes to bid for property from the pirate ship, he is welcome to do so, and perhaps he can purchase some or all of the property—”

“The people!” snarled Gwain. “These are people we are talking about! People like you and me—people like the ones who were stolen from Goose Cove and from homes along the pier last night. They have sought shelter with me, and I will never turn them over to be treated as property.”

“The law—” exclaimed the griffin master.

Lord Holovar spoke at last. “I am the law on Holovarus, Master Samuel.”

The griffin master subsided with an angry grunt. Lord Holovar’s glare snapped around at him, and Master Samuel had the good sense to avert his eyes and mutter, “Yes, of course, my lord.”

The king turned to Gwain. “Lord Maijha...” Gerard was astonished that his father had chosen to address Gwain by his true title. Gwain was half faun. He looked all faun, and the fact could not be lost upon the grishnards present. It was an enormous concession, and a mark of respect. Gwain was clearly startled as well, and his defensive posture relaxed a little.

However, Lord Holovar’s next words made his tail fan again. “I appreciate your interest and investment in this situation. However, you and your crew did not take the pirate ship. It was taken by my people in my harbor in the heart of my kingdom. The ship and its contents—prisoners, slaves, and rescued grishnards—belong to me. You are free to argue their case, and I will consider your words, but you are not free to take them and do as you please.”

Gwain lifted his chin and folded his hands behind his back. “With respect, my lord, my ship is a sovereign state by immemorial custom and practice throughout the islands. That is why faun sailors cannot be legally taken and sold. The slaves sought asylum in my kingdom, and I have given it.”

Lord Holovar’s dark eyes narrowed. Gerard sensed Silveo at his elbow, watching with interest. This was the same library where Silveo had slapped Lord Holovar and threatened to feed him to his own dragons. Gerard could tell that his father was trying to be generous. Perhaps he was even considering freeing the slaves once they were in his custody. However, the situation had become a threat to his dominance. Gerard could almost smell the fear of anarchy—the loss of grishnard control that was threatening the entire crescent. If visiting princes could tell a king what to do in his own harbor, how long could a king hope to control his subordinate lords and holdings?

Jaleel was standing with his arms crossed behind Lord Holovar. Now he spoke. “Gwain, let us decide what to do with the slaves. Trust that we are not fools.” It was the closest he could reasonably come to saying that they intended to free the slaves.

But Gwain won’t do it, thought Gerard with a sinking heart. It’s the principle of the thing.

Gwain said nothing. The two zeds stood as still as waxworks behind him.

Lord Holovar spoke again. His voice was controlled, but ominous. “The Defiance may be a sovereign state, but if she steals the property of my state, we will be at war.”

Well, you haven’t called him a pirate yet, thought Gerard, although it was a distinction without a difference.

The threat did not cow Gwain. “There are three allied ships in your harbor, my lord. A war with one will mean a war with all.”

For the first time, Lord Holovar’s eyes shifted to Gerard—a long, hard stare. Jaleel was looking at him, too. Don’t ask me to take sides. Please.

The griffin master spoke, relishing the turn of events. “We have twenty-four trained battle griffins. I don’t know whether you saw what they did to the pirate crew, but you might want to rethink your position...Lord Maijha.”

“My crew and allies have fought and killed wyverns,” snapped Gwain.

Gerard glanced at him. Gwain, you need to shut up. The griffins of Holovarus were a significant threat. Gerard had no doubt that they could overwhelm the Defiance if she fought alone, especially if she were trapped in the harbor. Even if all three ships fought, the loss of life would be tremendous. They would certainly not be sailing to the Sunkissed Isles for winter.

“Excuse me,” Silveo paced around Gerard to stand between the king and Gwain. “I don’t know how lords decide who’s on top, but you two can duel or have honorable fisticuffs or a pissing contest some other time. The dock rat in the room is more interested in what news the fauns may have brought from the crescent. That might actually matter.”

One of the merchants gave a startled laugh and then choked it down so hard that he turned bright red. Lord Holovar’s stare shifted to Silveo. Gerard could feel that same tension he’d felt two nights ago. Your pride and your desire to be generous are at war. Which will win, Father? Lord Holovar’s hand twitched. Go ahead, thought Gerard. Hit him. Make my decision easy.

Then Gwain gave a snort of laughter. His posture relaxed. Deliberately, he walked around Lord Holovar and sat in one of the chairs by the fire. “Silveo...don’t ever change.”

Silveo threw up his hands and followed Gwain over to the fire. “I have changed! I have so changed.”

“What happens to the fauns matters to me,” said Gwain.

“I’m sure it is of paramount importance to them as well, but the news they brought may make this discussion irrelevant. Please share.”

“What news?” asked Jaleel, very willing to change the subject.

Gwain glanced at Mishael Holovar. The king turned slowly and came to stand by the fire. Gerard thought he was going to loom over Gwain and demand an explanation, but he changed course at the last moment and took another chair. Everyone else immediately moved to take seats—all except Silveo, who hopped up and sat on the end of one of the nearby library tables, swinging his legs and humming. Lord Holovar shot him one last look before turning his attention to Gwain. Gerard was surprised to see the grim edge of his mouth twitch up as he turned away.

Gwain poured himself some tea and took a sip. Then he said, “Most of the fauns came from a single ship—a ship on its way into the crescent.” He was careful not to say what kind of ship, but Gerard felt certain the fauns had been headed to auction on Malabar—probably captured in the Sunkissed Isles or even farther afield. “However,” continued Gwain, “two of them were headed out of the crescent. They fled from Maijhan holdings on pegasus a yellow month ago. They were captured by the pirates while camping on a numerary.”

Jaleel leaned forward. “So they left Maijha when the trouble started?”

“We left Maijha when the trouble started,” said Gwain. “They left a few days afterward, so they know more than we did.” He took a deep breath. “Both fauns were house slaves at a large estate on Grayling.” Grayling was a holding of Maijha, larger than the entire Kingdom of Holovarus. “Apparently, on the night that the Great Lodge burned, Sarengail and her zed warriors did cross the sandbar to Port Royal. Slaves in the city rose up and joined them. The zeds and their allies took the city in one bloody night, sacked it, and burned it.”

Gwain paused, and no one moved to fill the silence. Port Royal was the capital city of Maijha, full of art and history. It had also been Gwain’s family seat until his father fled the crescent after trouble with the gods the year before. Leopaard Maijha had abdicated, leaving the throne to Gwain’s uncle. By rights, Gwain ought to be king, but there had never been any question of letting a half-breed bastard inherit the throne. Kingship didn’t seem like a very healthy job these days in any case.

“Are you certain they didn’t just raid?” asked one of the merchants.

Gwain shrugged. “The news as received on Grayling was total destruction—blood running in the streets, no quarter, no prisoners.”

In the silence, Gerard listened to the soft crackle of the fire and thought about Port Royal as he’d last seen it—the glistening bay and sprawl of brightly colored houses, the huge airship hangar, the mansions on the cliff above town, and the palace with its libraries, gardens, and ingenious machines that Leopaard Maijha had liked to build.

The irony was that, when it came to the treatment of fauns, Maijha was not the worst offender. Abuses on Sern and Lecklock were far more severe. However, elite and adventurous grishnards had hunted the fauns of Maijha Minor for generations. Gerard forced himself not to look at the two zed warriors, sitting stiffly in the elegant high-backed library chairs. While they had chosen to cast their lot with Gwain instead of Sarengail, he could not imagine that they felt much sympathy for the grishnards of Port Royal.

Gerard could almost hear Silveo’s cynical voice in his head—a whisper from the past: “Everyone’s wrong. Everyone cheats. Everyone will sell you for the right price. There are no real choices.”

He almost jumped when Silveo answered his thought. “I still think everyone cheats. Except maybe you.”

“What about the god?” asked the griffin master. The god of Port Royal was one of the great dragons—ancient and enormous.

Gerard spoke. “The Maijhan deity helped us against Morchella. I’m not sure...” I asked him to draw her away while we worked. Did she kill him? “I’m not sure he survived.”

“It doesn’t sound like he made an appearance,” said Gwain. “Half the Maijhan fleet left with my father last year. Their king and his court had just returned from the abortive conference in the Great Lodge. Many of their griffins and riders were scattered across Maijha Minor, trying to contain the fire. They were completely unprepared for an attack at home.”

“So the zeds have ships,” said Silveo from the library table.

“Yes,” said Gwain. “The harbor was full of all kinds of vessels, including some very fine war ships and even airships. The zeds seized them. Along the way, they freed rowers and welcomed faun sailors. They set out along the coast, looting and burning towns. By now, it seems likely that Maijha Major is either in a state of total anarchy or under zed control. When the news began to spread to nearby holdings, grishnards started to panic. The two shavier house slaves now aboard the Defiance took advantage of the situation to steal a pegasus and flee. They weren’t sure what zed warriors would do with soft, well-bred house slaves, and they didn’t like their chances with their grishnard masters, either.” Gwain hesitated. “The crescent is a brutal place right now.”

“It always was,” murmured Silveo.
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Chapter 18. Counter Offer
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“Who knows about this?” asked Lord Holovar.

Gwain shot him a tight smile. “None of your people, because I got the fauns out of the way as quickly as possible. A few of my people know, and the rumors are spreading between ships, but there’s no widespread panic in town...yet.”

“I doubt Gwain bought you more than a day, if that,” said Silveo. “Other ships with this news will be arriving at any moment. We were prepared to leave the crescent on the night of the fire. We sailed at once and came straight here. We didn’t even have to stop for supplies, because we were ready for the journey. So our ships ran faster than the news out of Maijha, but we won’t beat it by much.”

Gerard watched his father’s face. He remembered Silveo’s words from two nights ago. “The earthquake is out there. The great wave is coming here.” Gerard noticed, incongruously, that his father was wearing the blue turquoise ring that Theresa had given him. In spite of everything, Gerard smiled.

“Your kingdom is facing significant threats,” said Gwain. “Do you really want to expend resources fighting with your friends, my lord?”

Lord Holovar shifted in his chair and steepled his fingers. “The decision about the fauns is mine, events in the broader crescent notwithstanding.” Gwain opened his mouth, but the king raised his voice and continued. “I am traveling to Malabar for a conference of the Small Kingdoms the day after tomorrow. I will postpone a decision until my return. In the meantime, you may keep the fauns aboard your ship, but you may not leave with them.” His steely eyes were unwavering. “If you try, I will consider it an act of war, and my griffins will respond accordingly.”

The griffin master raised his head and gave a murmur of satisfaction. Gwain sat rigid in his chair.

“As a demonstration of good faith,” continued Lord Holovar, “you will come with us to the conference on Malabar.”

This surprised everyone. Gwain blinked. “You want me to come to your conference as a...a hostage to the Defiance’s good behavior?”

“You could think of it that way.”

“In what other way could I possibly think of it?”

“As an expert on faun and Maijhan politics?” suggested Silveo.

“You know more about the situation than anyone else in this room,” said Mishael Holovar to Gwain. “You are putting me in a difficult situation here in my own port, but I am willing to make allowances. Do we have an agreement or not?”

Gwain looked at him for a long moment. He glanced at Gerard, who shrugged. “Alright,” said Gwain at last, “I’ll go to your conference.”

Lord Holovar stood up. “Very well. Now, if you will all excuse me, the prince and I need to draft a public announcement about the events in Maijha before rumors create a panic. I will thank you all not to mention these things publicly until we decide how to frame them.”

“Decide fast,” said Silveo.

After the meeting broke up, Gerard and Silveo walked with Gwain and the two zeds down to the harbor to have a look at the ships. The wind blew hard from the sea—a stiff, winter gale that would require great skill from any pilot trying to navigate open water among the many reefs of the Small Kingdoms. Gerard was glad they’d moored the Fang head and stern. He took deep breaths of the cool, wet air, savoring it after the stuffy warmth of the castle.

“Well, the Defiance is certainly living up to her name,” quipped Silveo.

“I could not let him have those fauns while he’s still calling them slaves,” muttered Gwain.

Gerard wanted to say a few things, but was afraid he might regret them later.

Gwain glanced at him. “Gerard, I know I’m putting you in a terrible position.”

“Yes, you are.”

Before Gwain could reply, Silveo said, “I still don’t think it will matter. Wait and see.”

Behind them, one of the zeds spoke in a stage whisper, “Oh, look, it’s a shavier and a grishnard arguing, while a foxling tries to have it both ways.”

“And two zeds prepare to fight and die based on what they decide,” replied the other.

Gwain and Silveo laughed. Gerard did not. “Gwain, you are my friend, and I am on your side. But please don’t ask me to choose between you and my family.”

Gerard thought that Gwain could have said a lot of things, such as, “I thought you already made that choice” or “Aren’t we your family?” But Gwain wisely said nothing.

They had descended the castle hill and were starting into town. “I suppose I’ll hold one more court day tomorrow,” said Gerard. “I really think Father needs to assign some administrators, perhaps a council. In the past, Holovarus Bay was such a small place that the crown could administer it directly, but he’ll wear himself out trying to deal with all these refugees.”

Silveo nodded. “These are growing pains—a good thing, not a bad one.”

“Two more sloops arrived just as I was coming up to the castle,” said Gwain. “Silveo is right. The news from Maijha won’t be a secret for long, and your father definitely needs to delegate some of the work of governance.”

They were among the narrow streets now. Most of the people had gone indoors because of the rain, but as they approached the pier, Gerard spotted a few working in the fire-damaged areas, trying to salvage goods or resources. In the midst of a gutted shop, he was surprised to see a half-naked, elderly grishnard standing on a box and shouting at everyone who came near. “Repent! Return to the gods before we are destroyed! This is their judgment on us! We have neglected the temple! Return to the gods, and they will return to us!”

Even after they’d passed, Gerard could still hear the street preacher shouting into the wind. “The gods demand sacrifice! They hunger, and we have not fed them! That is why they did not come to our defense! Their temple has been raided and defiled! Profane words and jokes have been spoken in our homes and places of business! Repent! Repent!”

Gerard shivered and walked faster.

“Well, that sort of thing won’t help faun slaves,” muttered Silveo.

“What is the status of your temple here?” asked Gwain.

“Empty,” said Gerard, “at least that’s what Jaleel told me. Father stopped going and apparently the people slowly followed his example.”

Gwain shot him a look that Gerard could not read. “Did Hoepali not have any subordinates? Usually they have subordinates.”

Gerard shrugged. “This is a small kingdom, Gwain.”

Gwain thought for a moment. “Good.” He took a deep breath. “I was thinking about that flock of pegasus, about what they said. It sounded familiar, so I spent some time looking through my journals from my trip this summer. I found my notes from a conversation in a tavern. I did hear talk in the Lawless Lands about a noisy weapon from the Inland Sea. I never actually saw it, and I didn’t believe what I heard. I thought people were lying to impress me or perhaps that I had misunderstood. They speak a pidgin version of grishnard in some parts of the Lawless Lands.”

Gwain stopped walking as they reached the pier and waved to get the attention of his ship’s lookout. Then he turned back to Gerard and Silveo. “They said the jagers had a weapon that could kill wyverns and griffins at the distance of a bowshot.”

They were all silent for a moment. “Probably an exaggeration,” said Gerard at last.

“Or an outright lie,” added Gwain. “They did love to play upon my naivety.”

Silveo patted Gwain’s arm. “Everyone loves to do that.”
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Chapter 19. News
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As Silveo had predicted, a ship from Maijhan holdings arrived that evening with news about the destruction of Port Royal and anarchy on Maijha Major. The announcement composed by Mishael and Jaleel beat the ship by a mere half watch. However, Gerard thought that the announcement helped to soften the blow and gave townsfolk the impression that their king and his advisors were ahead of the situation.

In addition, a letter arrived via griffin from Malabar. It confirmed the bad news and elaborated. Port Royal was no more. The Maijhan king and his surviving court had fled to Haplag. The Maijhan deity was believed to be dead.

However, a response was being organized at the court on Mance, where the gods were alive and involved. Fleets from Haplag and Lecklock were preparing to join with Mance and what remained of the Maijhan fleet in order to take back Maijha Major and crush the faun uprising. They would then deal with the situation on Sern, which, in Chastain’s words, “should have been dealt with this summer.”

Friends and relatives in the Small Kingdoms were encouraged to stiffen their defenses, annihilate pirates, and be wary of all non-grishnard species. Almost as an afterthought, Chastain added that a few jager ships from the Inland Sea were thought to have joined forces with the zeds.

Gerard went forward with court the following day. The room was packed. Most of the attendees were not involved in the cases, but were anxious to catch any official word of events in the broader crescent. Gerard wasn’t sure whether it was the fire or the dire news, but the day brought very few frivolous cases. Not a single person came to his bench to whine about pigeon droppings or bees. None of the refugees came to complain about one another, either.

Near the end of the day, Gerard caught sight of an ocelon woman and foxling man, whom he recognized as representatives from the ships that Silveo called “Sleeks” and “Fluffies.” He’d hired them to find out what had happened to the people from both ships who’d been killed. He’d paid them appropriately and even made them sign an agreement. Now, he assumed they were coming to report.

Both looked nervous as they approached the bench, not meeting his eyes or anyone else’s. It was a marked change from the cocky, combative attitude he’d seen two days ago. The ocelon was eldest, perhaps fifty, and she spoke first. “Your honor, I and my shipmates would like to withdraw our accusation against the foxlings from the ship Raven.”

The foxling chimed in, “And I and my shipmates would like to withdraw our accusation against the ocelons from the ship Waxwing.”

Gerard looked between them, puzzled. “I hired you to find out who killed those shelts. Did you fulfill your contract?”

An inscrutable look passed between the two, and the ocelon said, “We investigated, my lord, and it was all a misunderstanding. The shelts were killed by accident. They were not murdered. We are very sorry to have troubled you.”

Gerard was baffled.

The foxling’s red and white tail bristled visibly with anxiety, and he said, “Your honor, I am sorry if we have disappointed you.” He hesitated. “We would be happy to return your money...?”

Gerard knew that both ships needed the money. They must be desperate for me to drop the investigation.

The ocelon spoke grudgingly. “Yes, we will refund your payment if this answer is not satisfactory, sir.”

Gerard waited a moment longer, just to see whether an awkward pause might produce further revelations, but it did not. At last, he said, “All I wanted was the truth. If you feel this matter has been resolved, then you may keep the money and go.”

Both shelts visibly relaxed, and the foxling gave a deep bow. “Thank you, my lord.”

They disappeared into the crowd faster than mice into hay. Gerard stared after them, thoroughly puzzled. He would have liked to consult Silveo, but his next case was already approaching the bench.

By the end of the day, Gerard was exhausted, but he forced himself to go to The Amorous Squid with Silveo and make a list of the ministers his father needed, along with a selection of likely candidates. Upon leaving the Squid, he was reminded again of the homeless children he’d seen two nights ago, feeding upon something in an alley. He wondered whether the fire had affected them and made a mental note to ask around town when he returned from Malabar.

When Gerard and Silveo arrived in the castle that evening, they were invited to dine with Jaleel and Elizabet in the newly completed west wing, where the couple had set up housekeeping. The four of them had barely sat down in the cozy private dining room before Silveo and Elizabet began a dissection of various aspects of the decorations, comparing and contrasting them to a number of courts in the Great Islands.

In spite of his species and upbringing, Silveo had a surprising amount of experience in grishnard courts, both respectably as the admiral of the Temple Sea Watch, and less respectably in other roles. However, he’d never shown much interest in taste or decorum, and Gerard was amused when Elizabet wanted to know whether or not he thought the nude paintings on the ceiling were too daring.

“I personally wear as many clothes as possible,” said Silveo mischievously, “but I am in favor of nudity in others.”

After the meal, they moved to a pleasant parlor for drinks and dessert. Gerard saw no evidence whatsoever that his brother lived in the suite, until he finally spotted a pegasus skin rug by the fire and the spotted pelt of some large cat across the back of a chair. If Gerard’s chief joy in childhood had been sailing, then Jaleel’s had been hunting. There’d been a time when Jaleel would have given his incisors to go hunting on Maijha Minor.

He seemed content, however—proud, even—sitting in the lushly furnished room beside his radiant wife. Gerard was happy for them.

He noticed that Elizabet was wearing a tear-drop necklace made of a blue stone much like that which was now on his father’s finger. This reminded him of the jeweler from Sern and Lord Holovar’s reaction to her appearance. “What has become of the lady Theresa?” Gerard ventured over dessert.

Jaleel leaned forward and grinned. “Well, she didn’t go back to her ship. Father gave instructions just before he went to deal with the pirates and the fire. She was to be provided with a guest room. I believe her ship received supplies this morning.”

“I’m sure he’s given her some kind of official commission,” said Elizabet, “but I hope they spend time together.”

“I hope he spends more than time,” muttered Silveo. “He needs it in the worst possible way.”

Gerard winced. He had been wondering how to bring up the subject delicately. But there’s probably no delicate way to ask how Jaleel and Elizabet feel about Father taking a lover. Hostility was not inconceivable, since such a thing represented a possible, though unlikely, threat to the succession.

Elizabet smiled and Silveo seemed to take this as encouragement. “I mean, there’s providing a service to the crown, and then there’s servicing the crown.”

Gerard put a hand over his face. “Silveo...”

“There’s vertical service, and then there’s horizontal—”

“For gods’ sakes, Silveo.”

Elizabet was choking on giggles.

“I think Gerard and I just prefer not to imagine our father horizontal,” said Jaleel. “Ever.”

Silveo shrugged. “It depends on which position they prefer...”

Elizabet mastered herself. “In all seriousness, he works very hard, and recent events have taken a toll. I don’t think Mishael confides in anyone. He has no lovers, no close friends. That’s not normal, even for a king, and I believe his health has suffered. I do want my children to know their grandfather.”

Gerard sighed. “He’s always been like that.” After a moment’s gloomy contemplation, he continued, “I did want a word with him before I go up to my room—just a few notes on public ministers that I think he should appoint as soon as possible. Do you know whether he’s usually awake at this hour?”

Jaleel nodded. “He’s usually in his study.”

“Do you need me?” asked Silveo. “I might stay and visit.”

“No,” said Gerard. “I had a long day in court. I’m going to speak to him and go to bed.” They all bid him goodnight, and Gerard found his way out of the unfamiliar west wing, into the very familiar older section of the castle. He greeted several servants, but no one stopped him when he entered his father’s suite of apartments.

As Gerard entered the sitting room, he caught the sound of voices coming from the study. Maybe we were right about Theresa. He sat down to wait. There were no lamps burning in the room, just a low, flickering fire in the grate. Gerard sat in a high-backed chair, blinking into the warm glow, and drifted off.
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Chapter 20. Auden Holovar
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Gerard woke gradually some time later to the sound of raised voices in the next room. He frowned. His father was not entertaining Theresa. The voices sounded male. Gerard could identify his father’s deep murmur. The other voice occasionally rose so that Gerard could distinguish a few words.

“—will not matter if you lose the respect of the kingdom!”

“—all these years—”

“—that we’ve all worked so hard for, sire. With all respect—”

Gerard thought he recognized the other voice. His suspicions were confirmed when the door to the study opened, and Lord Arken swept out, wearing a fine leopard fur cape and scowling. Gerard had thought that all his father’s lords had gone home yesterday. Arken ruled the largest of Holovarus’s holdings. He was about the same age as Mishael, and Gerard knew that they’d grown up together. While his father could not be said to be friendly with anyone, he was usually cordial with Lord Arken.

Mishael Holovar emerged behind him, looking just as defensive. Neither of them saw Gerard, mostly hidden by the high-backed chair. Lord Arken spun round, almost in his father’s face, and growled, “I beg of you to reconsider, my lord. I am not suggesting that you should appear to be involved; only let me do this for the kingdom. Gerard is your heir. Although I like Jaleel well enough, his temperament is not best-suited to leadership. It is clear that Gerard has not forgotten what you taught him, and if his ties to these pirates can be severed—”

“I have heard you, sir,” grated Lord Holovar. “Your words have been taken into consideration. Goodnight.”

Lord Arken drew in breath as though to continue the argument, thought better of it, and composed himself. He took a step back and bowed. “Yes, my lord. Thank you for hearing me.”

Lord Holovar gave a smaller, stiffer bow in return, and Arken strode out of the room. Mishael looked after him. His posture did not relax, even though he thought himself alone.

Gerard watched for a long moment. Finally he said, “How does he propose to sever my ties to my ship?”

Mishael gave a startled flinch and turned. Gerard half expected a lecture on skulking and listening at doors. However, after an inscrutable look and a moment’s hesitation, his father simply came and sat down in the chair opposite. He leaned back and shut his eyes. “How much of that did you hear?”

“Just the last part.”

The king gave a long, weary sigh and massaged the bridge of his nose. “Lord Arken would like me to have Silveo assassinated in order to recall you to your duty.”

This was the sort of thing Gerard had feared if he stayed on Holovarus for more than a few days. It did not surprise him. However, his father’s blunt honesty did. Gerard spoke with wary reserve, “He might find that task more difficult than he imagines.”

Lord Holovar gave a bitter laugh. “I have no doubt. I’ll do nothing of the kind, in any case.” His hands dropped into his lap. “Arken is also in favor of treating all the refugees as pirates in the manner that Chastain has adopted. He feels that my tolerance of Gwain’s behavior regarding the faun slaves sets a bad example and may result in further liberties on the part of the refugees, peasant-revolt, and anarchy.”

Gerard considered. “It sounds to me like Arken is the person looking for an excuse to revolt.”

Mishael said nothing.

After a moment, Gerard continued, “I have made a list of the public ministers I think you will need in order to keep peace in the town while you deal with the needs of your lords, organize your defenses, and manage food and necessities this winter.”

Gerard held out the paper, and Mishael leaned forward to take it from him. He scanned the list, nodded. Then he looked more closely. “You’re suggesting that I lean more heavily on the merchants than on the landed lords for voluntary civil service. Why?”

“Because the merchants are the ones who wish to keep the ports open. They have the most to lose, and they have been the most vocal. Let us see how serious they are. I suspect the landed lords will leap in voluntarily, once they see the merchants gaining power, but they may resent appointment in the beginning.”

Lord Holovar nodded again. “Sound reasoning, and I believe you are correct about the need for ministers. I will begin appointments as soon as I return from the conference on Malabar.”

Gerard thought that he should excuse himself so that they could both go to bed. Instead, he said, “I hope Theresa is well?” He wasn’t sure why he said it, perhaps in gratitude for his father’s refusal to take sides against Silveo.

However, Mishael’s expression became instantly guarded. “I assume so. She and her people have been given apartments in the servants’ wing. I have provided them with commissions, and I hope to see some elevated cutlery shortly.”

Gerard frowned. Elevated cutlery? “Father...”

But Mishael interrupted. “Gerard, perhaps I should... You may hear things at the conference on Malabar—” He seemed to be struggling with something. “What do you know about your grandfather, King Auden Holovar?”

Gerard blinked. “Well... He died more than a decade before I was born. I don’t suppose I know much at all about him.”

“You never heard rumors?”

“From whom?”

Mishael sank back into his chair. “I succeeded, then. Gerard...I should tell you some things. You deserve to know, and...I would not want you to hear them from someone else.”

Gerard waited.

Mishael seemed to gather himself. “My grandfather—your great grandfather—had children very young. Those were wilder times. Wars were almost constant between islands in the Small Kingdoms. Kings were expected to spend half their reign at sea, fighting with pirates or one another. They lived short, violent lives. It was considered best-practice to get an heir as quickly as possible in the event of one’s early death.”

Gerard nodded. He’d learned his histories.

“My grandfather sired my father when he was seventeen,” continued Mishael. “But the world changed. My grandfather survived his wars and his pirates. Trade became more important than battle. Disputes were settled more often in courtrooms than on the open sea. My grandfather navigated all this. He was an extraordinary ruler, but he left my father with little to do and a long, long time in which to do it.”

Lord Holovar paused. He was sinking into his story, becoming less self-conscious. Gerard was fascinated. His father had never spoken to him this way. “My father,” continued Mishael, “preferred men to women in the bedroom.”

Gerard was astonished, but kept his composure.

“He was a notorious rake in his youth,” continued Mishael, “but by the time I came along, he had been with the captain of the palace guard for the better part of two decades. He was forced to take a wife against his will at the age of forty-five. He was good-looking enough, and his constancy with his consort was such an old scandal that it was hardly mentioned anymore. My grandfather was able to entice one of the young cousins of Lord Haplag for him.

“It was not a happy marriage, as you can imagine. The lady was much younger and accustomed to court life among the Great Islands. The transition to the Small Kingdoms would have been difficult in the best of circumstances, and these were far from best. My father had already begun to hint that he wished to recognize his lover’s offspring as his heirs. The captain of the palace guard was married, and his children were young adults in their late teens by the time of my father’s marriage. Auden had been involved in their upbringing.”

Mishael paused to gather his thoughts, and Gerard did not interrupt. He was afraid that if he moved or spoke, the spell would break. “I don’t know what his lover’s wife thought of all this,” continued Mishael. “But it’s not unusual for an attractive, married woman to be taken as courtesan by a king in the Great Islands. The husband can reap huge benefits in financial favors and royal patronage if he can overcome the blow to his honor. I suppose that is how it must have been with the captain’s wife.

“No one took my father’s intentions very seriously. He had not lived a very serious life. I don’t know exactly what my grandfather thought of his behavior, but he clearly expected him to sire a blood heir for the throne, no matter his personal taste. When Auden began to hint that his lover’s children might inherit, a wife was forced upon him at once.”

Mishael stopped talking again, and only the crackle of the flames broke the silence. When he spoke, his voice sounded less certain. “He tried, obviously. He must have tried. Perhaps he even tried to make my mother happy. But I do not think my mother was an easy person to please, and there was such a great age difference... Your Aunt Porsha came along that first spring after they wed, and I came two years later. However, shortly after I was weaned, my mother went to visit her sister in Haplag and refused to return. She took neither I nor my sister with her. She died some years ago without ever trying to contact us. I think she wanted to be free of everything that had happened here.”

Gerard thought that, if he and his father had had a more natural relationship, he would have been able to say or do something comforting, but he could think of nothing. Mishael hurried on. “My grandfather lived to the age of eighty, and he arranged for my and Porsha’s education and training. However, by the time I was ten, he was becoming forgetful. Aspects of governance that would never have previously escaped his attention were neglected or muddled.

“My father took control of the royal finances and ran amok. He was given to extravagance, and I’m sure my grandfather’s riches seemed endless. Grandfather had been successful in the wars of his youth and had managed the kingdom wisely, so the treasury was overflowing. My father indulged his every whim in clothes, parties, gifts, art, tours of the Great Islands, building projects, and royal yachts. By the time my grandfather died—his mind confused and his body decayed—our treasury was practically empty.”

Gerard sat still. How could I have known nothing of this?

Mishael’s voice sank to a murmur. “I was sixteen when my grandfather died. Porsha was eighteen, but she’d been married off three years before to a younger son of Lord Malabar. As it turned out, Chastain inherited, but nobody knew that would happen at the time. Porsha was intelligent, capable, and older than me. There are kingdoms where the oldest child inherits regardless of sex, but Holovarus has always been traditional. Only sons inherit. Porsha resented this very much. I have sympathy for her position now, although I felt ill-used at the time. I needed support, and I knew I would get none from my sister.”

Mishael took a deep breath. “So, I was sixteen and friendless in a destitute kingdom on the brink of civil war. As my grandfather weakened, my father reiterated his intent to name his lover’s two sons as his heirs. He spoke little to me at any time. I have no doubt that I reminded him of a hateful, failed marriage and a woman he wished to forget.

“As you know, Holovarus has always been a conservative place. A consort was one thing, but naming a consort’s children as heirs—children who were not blood relations to the throne—this was too much. The idea filled the landed lords, merchants, and peasants with disgust.”

Gerard spoke at last, “How did he expect to get away with it?”

Mishael gave a grim, mirthless smile. “He expected to get away with it because he had the military in his pocket. The captain of the guard was well-liked, and there wasn’t a shelt in the Small Kingdoms who could equal him with a sword. Their relationship had long ago been accepted by the palace guard and the sea watch, where these things are more common. Both the sea watch and the guard were larger and more powerful than they are now. My grandfather had honed them to a razor’s edge, and they had not entirely lost their war-like ways. In addition, the captain’s eldest son and heir was then captain of the sea watch—also well-liked, competent, and in his prime.”

Gerard sat back. He thought for a moment. “What a terrible position for you.”

Mishael nodded. “If Auden had had his way, my life wouldn’t have been worth a speckled cowry in the coming years, as I well knew. He was sixty-three by the time my grandfather died. High-living had not done him any favors, but he wasn’t selecting wood for his funeral pyre yet. He would live long enough to see his chosen heir recognized; that seemed certain.

“I did not think our subjects would stand for it, although they might be cowed for a time. The landed lords and merchants were plotting to hire mercenaries to take back the kingdom. They wanted me as their figurehead. The peasants would rally to me as the rightful heir. But then I would have been a puppet of the lords and merchants, placed in power by their forces and held in check by their mercenaries. They would have destroyed our own castle guard and sea watch...if they won at all, which was no certainty.

“Throughout my teens, I received secret messages from the lords regarding every kind of plot. I often burned them unread. My father was looking for an excuse to kill me, and these plots were treason. The lords were frustrated by my lack of cooperation, but they persisted as my grandfather sickened and tensions rose. Many said that I could not outlive the old king by more than a day.

“As if all this were not difficult enough, Porsha was noising about her right to the throne as eldest child. There were rumors that an army from Malabar would try to take the throne for her as soon as my grandfather expired. This would result in my certain execution. It would also probably result in Holovarus becoming a holding of Malabar. Other kingdoms were also watching to see what they could gain. Scorp and Estrad would have liked to take our holdings, some of which had been taken from them during my grandfather’s wars.”

He stopped talking again, and Gerard stared into the fire, trying to imagine his young father in such a precarious situation.

“I was firmly against being anyone’s puppet,” continued Mishael, “but it seemed unlikely that I could survive otherwise. It seemed unlikely that the kingdom could survive.”

Gerard thought of his own peaceful upbringing in their quiet, respectable kingdom. How did we ever get there? “What did you do?” he whispered.

Mishael’s grim eyes rose to meet Gerard’s. “I went to the gods.”
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Chapter 21. A Terrible Promise
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Gerard sat still, hardly breathing. He was conscious of the gleam of the firelight on his father’s sweep of hair—once as dark as his own, now almost white. “You...you went to—”

“Hoepali, yes, our chief deity. I knew the god had been a friend to my grandfather, had even helped him in a couple of battles, but my father had largely neglected him. Hoepali was a vain creature, and I suspected he was smarting over the slight. The kingdom’s ultimate survival was in the god’s own best interest as well as in mine.”

Mishael Holovar licked his lips. Gerard saw that his hands were actually shaking as he pressed them together. “So, on the night my grandfather died, I went to the temple. As my father took his preliminary vows of office, surrounded by friends within his chambers, I stood alone before the sacred pool and I...I prayed that he would die.” There was a long pause, filled only by the crackle of flames. “The god heard my prayer.”

Gerard shut his eyes. “Oh, Father...”

Mishael shook his head. “No, no, it’s worse than that. I promised... I promised Hoepali my firstborn child.”

Gerard had thought he could not be any more shocked than he already felt by his father’s revelations. He was wrong. “You did what?”

“That is the hero’s vow in the old stories,” said Mishael miserably. “I was sixteen. I thought...I thought it was the honorable thing to do. A life for a life.”

Gerard sat back, stunned. It was what the heroes did in the old ballads. He had heard Thessalyn sing such stories hundreds of times, though not so often after they lost their own child.

Mishael Holovar fished inside his coat for a handkerchief. He blew his nose and continued. “Auden was standing on the parapet that night, wearing his new medallion of office, looking out over his kingdom. The god swooped down and took him. My father never had a funeral pyre, because Hoepali left us nothing to burn. He did drop the royal medallion on the castle steps the next day—cracked and bloody. I wore it during my coronation. I have never been able to bring myself to wear it since.”

Gerard had sometimes wondered why his father—who seemed so conscious of hierarchy and duty—never wore his medallion of office. For all Gerard’s life, it had hung behind his father’s desk—a seal for royal letters and proclamations, nothing more. Gerard remembered being permitted to hold it once as a small boy. He remembered imagining that the long crack in the heavy blue stone had come from a sword thrust in some long-ago battle. Nothing so romantic.

Blue stone... Gerard blinked. Like the ring. Is that where I’ve seen it before?

“No one connected the death with me,” continued Mishael, “although they did say that the god preferred me, that my father had brought disgrace upon the kingdom, and that justice had been served.

“I did not think much about my promise for that first year...or even for the first decade. I had a difficult task before me—reuniting a restless, broken kingdom, while managing a powerful, unhappy military.”

“Did you kill your father’s lover?” Gerard was almost afraid to ask.

Mishael shook his head. “I’m sure he expected it. But I wasn’t in a position to provoke violence. It seemed to me that the less killing, the better. The castle guard and sea watch became more well-disposed towards me once they realized that I did not intend to punish anyone. The captain of the guard was twelve years younger than my father and in better health. He remained at his post for another two decades and stayed on as weapon’s master for five years after that.” Mishael hesitated. “He taught you swordplay.”

Gerard gaped at him. “Master Daslow?”

Mishael nodded.

Gerard thought for a moment. He remembered the gruff old weapon’s master as a paragon of strength, knowledge, and control. He’d left Gerard covered in bruises from wooden practice swords on more than one occasion. However, his hands, as he lifted the boy up from the ground, had always been gentle. “He died when I was nine,” mused Gerard. “And he was the best swordshelt in the islands.” He thought for a moment longer. “What did you do with his children?”

“Nothing,” said Mishael. “His eldest snuck off in the night to join a privateer. However, he returned several years later when it became clear that I had no interest in harming him. He served with our sea watch for many years and died fighting pirates.”

Gerard thought for a moment. “You’re a wise ruler, Father.”

Mishael gave a bitter laugh. “Sometimes I think that years of good decisions are no match for a single bad one. Sometimes it seems right to me that my reign should end in chaos and blood.”

Gerard started to speak, but Mishael continued. “My first years were very difficult, and the military turned out to be the least of my troubles. My grandfather had arranged for my education in the company of the children of our vassal lords, because that was how things were done in his day. A king and his lords were likely to be sailing together as shipmates and comrades in arms. Those children were my only friends—the only people in whom I dared confide.

“However, as I tried to assume my role as king, as I struggled to bring honor and respectability back to Holovarus, I found that my friendships with these young lords were a handicap. They knew me too well—knew my weaknesses, had seen me at foolish moments in my childhood, had spent years calling me by my given name. They could summon affection, but not respect.

“Holovarus was in desperate need of respect. The kingdom had been wracked by scandal for so many years that our neighbors did not take us seriously and looked upon Holovarus with disdain. Even our vassal lords showed little respect for the office, and the familiar behavior of my childhood playmates only made matters worse. I was forced to set them in their places in a manner that must have stung. I lost nearly all my friends, but I did gain respect. Over time, most of them saw the wisdom of my decisions and put away their injured pride. After all, their authority derived from mine. If respect for the king vanished, respect for the lords could not be far behind.”

Gerard considered. “That must have been very lonely for you.”

Mishael gave a dismissive shrug and a twitch of his tail. Gerard was beginning to suspect that his father had grown up so engulfed in loneliness that he could hardly imagine another existence. “Lord Arken was one of the few who accepted the change in our relationship without rancor,” continued the king. “I was Mishael one day and Your Majesty the next, and he remained loyal and generous, never behaving as though I’d injured him. He and his family disliked my father extremely, and they were anxious that order and tradition return to the kingdom.”

Mishael took a deep breath. “So the military came around, and the lords. Our neighbors backed off a bit. Chastain’s older brother died of a fever that winter, and suddenly Porsha stood to become queen of a larger kingdom, via a less hazardous route. However, I soon found that Holovarus was not only poor, but in debt. Happily, my father had not borrowed from neighboring kings, but he had borrowed from a bank on Mance. A loss of credit among the banks of the Great Islands could have very bad effects upon our trade and upon our wider reputation. I managed to negotiate a payment plan with them, and I spent the first ten years of my reign counting every cowry and doing all in my power to avoid spending money.” Mishael paused and did not quite meet Gerard’s eyes. “I’m afraid that frugality may have become a habit.”

It certainly had. Gerard had once joked that his father would have beaten him for putting more than one coat of paint on a boat.

Mishael licked his lips. “I was determined to eliminate any hint of my father’s extravagance in you and Jaleel. I realize that I caused resentment.”

Gerard waived a hand. “That’s past. How...how did you meet Mother?” He was intensely curious about this. His father had always spoken of his mother warmly, but never at length. As a child, Gerard had grown frustrated trying to coax him to reminisce.

Mishael looked down at his hands again. “Well...I did not want to make the same mistake as my grandfather. That is to say, I did not want to get an heir at a young age, who would spend most of his life as an idle prince. I felt confident that I would live long enough that I need not rush into children.

“Also, my promise to the god haunted me. When I was in my teens, it seemed a little thing, but, as I got older, it seemed to grow heavier and heavier. Each time I sealed a royal letter or document, I saw that crack right across the seal, and I remembered my own unpaid debt.

“I told no one, and the god himself never spoke of it. Hoepali was not one to talk much to shelts, but he watched me when I came to the temple. He watched with such sharp attention that I felt sure he had not forgotten.

“As I approached my thirtieth birthday, with the kingdom in good order and our finances on solid ground, I felt that I could delay no longer. I had done my utmost to avoid any hint of scandal—no lovers, no risk of bastards, not even a flirtation. However, in spite of my efforts, my apparent lack of interest in women was causing rumors that I took after my father. I felt frustrated and ready to take a wife.

“I thought long and hard about where to look. Holovarus still had a poor reputation in the eyes of many of the Small Kingdoms. Very few well-born women would consider me, so I decided against seeking a local wife.

“I thought about the Great Islands. However, my mother’s treachery still left a bitter taste in my mouth, even though I realize that she had been severely provoked. I did not want a wife who might pine for a great court.”

Gerard frowned. “Didn’t Mother come from a holding of Lecklock?”

“Officially, yes.” Mishael gave a little secret smile. “However, she really came from the Channel Islands.”
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Chapter 22. Lydia
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Gerard leaned forward. He’d been in the Channel Islands recently, although he’d known almost nothing of them before. “You went as far away from Holovarus as you could go without leaving Wefrivain.”

Mishael nodded. “I went to a place where they knew nothing of the petty scandals of the Small Kingdoms. I wanted to be judged on my own merits. For all that, the Channel Islands are remarkably like the Small Kingdoms. On paper, they change hands frequently between Lecklock, Sern, and the cities of the Lawless Lands. However, they are not passive spoils in these transitions. Their leaders are shrewd political actors, who negotiate many of these changes without upsetting their local economies or people. They are, in essence, tiny kingdoms.”

Gerard nodded. “And a wife from the Channel Islands would not expect to live in the style of the great courts.”

Mishael nodded. “Their level of pomp is much the same as ours. They are somewhat richer than the Small Kingdoms because they sit astride more active trade routes, but they are still small places. As you have pointed out, they are also very far away, directly across the crescent.”

Mishael took a deep breath and looked uncomfortable again. “I never had a coming-of-age tour in the Great Islands as so many princes of the Small Kingdoms experience. I was embroiled in a life-or-death struggle to survive at the age when most princes get their first taste of the broader crescent. At thirty, I decided that I could afford the time and cost of improving my education. So I spent an entire spring and summer abroad among the Great Islands, making my way slowly towards the channel.”

And that’s when you met Theresa, thought Gerard, although he didn’t say it.

Mishael’s gaze slid away towards the fire. “I was impressed, of course. Dazzled, perhaps. I met many people, saw some beautiful places. But I...I continued to avoid any hint of scandal.”

Gerard decided to risk offending him. “If you could have married a minstrel, Father, would you?”

Mishael hesitated. “Perhaps. But we were a kingdom recovering from disaster...and a low-born wife? No. I finally arrived in the Channel Islands, where I spent the better part of two yellow months. I was as ignorant of their politics as they were of mine. I could tell that they did not dislike me, but they were puzzled and a little suspicious. Holovarus is far away and not wealthy enough for frequent visiting. Any woman who went with me would probably never see her home again.

“Your mother, Lady Lydia, was twenty-six—older than I had envisioned, but also more understanding, closer to my own age. She was the youngest child of a local ruler and the widow of a sadly brief marriage when she was twenty-two. There were no children. Her husband—a wealthy merchant and landowner—had been lost in a storm along with his ship less than a year after they wed.”

Gerard was fascinated. He had not known that his mother had been previously married.

Mishael Holovar shifted uneasily in his chair. “I do not know, truthfully, whether the Small Kingdoms would have called her a high-born lady. They have no kings in the Channel Islands. The style of rulership is more like the coastal cities of the Lawless Lands than Wefrivain. Both Lydia’s birth family and her late husband were landowners and voting members of the island’s council. I felt that I could call her a high-born lady without stretching the truth too much.

“She could read and was well-educated. She was curious about the natural world and longing to travel. I suppose that marrying me must have seemed like a great adventure.”

Mishael hesitated and a smile crept into his voice. “Lydia was delighted with the Small Kingdoms, although she seemed to think our ways strange and quaint—like something from a ballad. She brought books with drawings and descriptions of the animals and fishes from the Channel Islands and compared them to ours. She had corresponded for years with scholars from the Bestiary, and she sent them all kinds of notes about our wildlife. She gleefully documented and described insects and fishes and shells from the Small Kingdoms that no one had documented before. I believe she named a seahorse after me, and there was a moth that particularly excited her.”

Gerard smiled.

“The one creature Lydia did not seem interested in documenting was our local deity. They don’t have many wyverns in the Channel Islands. They still have Firebird Monuments in some places. They pay lip service to wyverns, but I don’t think Lydia had ever been near one, and I don’t think she wanted to be. I couldn’t blame her. I didn’t want to be near him, either.”

Gerard sat still, wondering.

His father sighed. “Lydia had many talents, and I enjoyed her company. However, I should have paid more heed to my concerns about her age. Childbirth did not come easily for her. In our first two years together, she had one miscarriage and one stillbirth, and I...” He sucked in his breath with a rasping sound. “I had the temerity to take it to the temple.”

Gerard stared at him. “You offered Hoepali a stillborn baby?”

Mishael barked a laugh. “I didn’t even wait to see what he would do. I left it in the pool and walked out. I knew, then, that I could not give him a live child. I could hardly bear to give him a dead one.”

Gerard shook his head. “You never told her? My mother?”

“No,” said Mishael, as though such a thing were unthinkable. At last, he continued, “You were born when I was thirty-three, and Lydia was twenty-nine. For the first year of your life, I was on edge. Every time we saw a wyvern, every time the temple was mentioned, I thought it would be Hoepali demanding your life.”

“I was supposed to be fed to a wyvern at birth,” mused Gerard. What strange twists my life has taken.

Mishael looked at him almost pleadingly. “As you grew older, I still worried. It was my impression that the god slighted you...almost as though he wished to provoke you to do something rash and impious. He rejected your little offerings as a child and gave you harsh answers whenever you made a request. He was rude during your coming-of-age ceremony.”

Gerard snorted. “He didn’t like me; I always knew that. I just didn’t know why.”

“I did,” whispered Mishael. “It was my foolish promise.”

Gerard opened his mouth to ask more questions, but his father hurried on. “Jaleel came two years later. And I thought...I thought that perhaps the wisest thing to do would be to send you to the god. Hoepali would be appeased, and we might need his goodwill in the future.” Mishael plucked at the handkerchief in his lap. “But...I told myself that Lydia might not be able to bear another child, that children die of disease or accidents all the time, that it was prudent to have at least two sons...”

Gerard tried not to laugh. Is it so hard to say that you loved me too much to kill me?

“You were...perfect,” continued Mishael. “Intelligent, thoughtful, generous, obedient, strong, healthy—everything a king could desire in an heir. And I was afraid for you every day.” He shut his eyes. “I was right to worry about your mother, too. She had another miscarriage two years later and no one could stop the bleeding.”

There was a long pause. That day was one of Gerard’s earliest memories—an absurdly beautiful day, but so quiet. He remembered running through the castle, seeing bright blue patches of sky through the windows, looking for someone, anyone, and feeling utterly alone. There were no sounds of swords in the practice yard, no smells of cooking in the kitchen, no servants cleaning or sewing or gardening. The only sound in all the castle was a muffled keening—a grief locked behind doors. He wasn’t sure, even now, whether it was a true memory or a dream that he’d had over and over since the event.

Mishael shook himself. “I did not want you and Jaleel brought up among the sons and daughters of my vassal lords. I did not want you to have the same painful experience of severing friendships when you came to rule. I also wanted to spare you from knowing the sordid history of my father...at least until you were old enough to understand. I thought I had a good chance of succeeding in this, because it had been two decades since my father’s death and far more since his wild youth. Many of those who’d lived through the events were dead, and the rest had good reasons to keep their mouths shut.

“I probably erred too much on the side of caution. I know I isolated you. I gave you the griffin cub in hopes that he would help. A griffin is a safe friend for a king. I was often sorry that I had not been bonded to one in childhood.”

This was true enough, although Gerard knew that his father had been much attached to the old brood griffin who’d been Alsair’s mother. Please don’t ask what happened to Alsair. Please.

Mishael did pause, but when Gerard said nothing, he continued. “So I had you and Jaleel tutored alone, with occasional social visits among your peers—the children of our neighboring kings, rather than those of vassal lords. But it was a small social group, and you never seemed to find a true friend. I knew you were lonely, but...”

But loneliness was the air you breathed, thought Gerard, and how could you think that was a problem?

“Thessalyn...”

Gerard felt himself tense. In spite of everything his father had just said, a knot of bitterness rose in his belly.

“I understand why you made friends with her,” said Mishael. “I understand why you fell in love with her, why you felt you had something in common. I should not have put her in your path, but you had always been so obedient...”

“Don’t you dare,” Gerard heard his own voice snarl and clamped down, but the words slipped out like water through a clenched fist. “Don’t you dare talk about her as though she were your property. She wasn’t.”

There were those who would have disagreed. Gerard expected his father to point this out, but he did not. At last, Mishael said, “I was still determined to maintain the kingdom’s honor and reputation...still haunted by the notion that others were waiting for us to sink into disgrace. I did not give you permission to wed, and you proceeded against my will, against temple omens if the rumors were true.” He passed a hand over his face. “There were moments when I believed the gods were using you to punish me, that I had let you live when you should have died, and now you would ruin the kingdom.”

Mishael dropped his hands into his lap again. His voice came in an anguished croak, “When Thessalyn had her baby out of season...when the god asked for the infant...I felt absolutely certain that it was my debt you were paying...the price of my father’s murder. The god had disliked you from the first and had treated you poorly throughout your life in order to provoke you. He would say that he took the baby to please me or to protect the kingdom, but I knew... I knew.”

“Father...” Gerard could not have said whether he wished to offer comfort or simply to stop the flow of words, but Mishael plunged on.

“Thessalyn would have been a wonderful queen, and the child would have been wonderful, and it was me, not you, who brought this on us.” He caught a choking breath. “But even then, I was too proud to say so. I thought you would apologize. I thought you would come home. I imagined myself graciously accepting your apology and allowing you to keep Thessalyn. I imagined telling you this story with...some sort of dignity.” He choked again, and Gerard’s compassion finally overwhelmed his bitterness.

He leaned forward and put a hand on Mishael’s knee. “Father, Hoepali was a cruel, remorseless predator. I do not blame you for what happened to my daughter. For the rest...I have forgiven you. Accept this.”

Mishael clenched his handkerchief, scowling with concentration. “When you visited with Silveo that first time, it reminded me a bit of my father. Silveo was also a representative of the gods, and I did not...respond well.”

I didn’t respond well to Silveo at first, either. “I can see how that would be,” said Gerard.

“Then word came that you and Thessalyn were both dead. And I...” He could not find words to express himself and drifted into silence. After a while, he said, “I tried to teach Jaleel what he needs to know, and he has risen to the task much better than I expected. You are correct that I have underestimated him. I cannot seem to do right by any of my children.”

Gerard sighed. “Have you told Jaleel any of this?”

Mishael nodded. “Some of it...over the last two and a half years. Not all at once as I have told you, and perhaps not quite as completely, but I have told him the essential story. When I heard you were dead, I began to question everything—the gods and every one of my choices. I have often wondered whether my father would really have killed me. The rumors said so, but he never tried.

“My grandfather had been confused for several years, and I had little in the way of protection. My father could surely have sent one of his military friends to assassinate me. Everyone thought he was waiting to secure the throne before making such a daring move, but...maybe he meant to declare that he’d never sired me. Perhaps he would have exiled me instead of killing me. Perhaps the kingdom would have survived. Perhaps it would have been better off under Daslow’s son.”

Gerard shook his head. “I’ve played the what-if game, too, Father. It’s pointless.”

Mishael nodded. “I’ll never know what my father intended to do, because I moved first...with the help of a vicious, remorseless predator.”

Gerard forced himself to consider Mishael’s position at sixteen. “I’m sure Silveo would tell you that moving first was the correct decision.”

Mishael gave a twisted smile. “Silveo would, but not you.”

Gerard had been hoping he wouldn’t notice that omission. “Do you really think I’m like Auden Holovar?”

Mishael gave a gruff laugh. “No. Well, other than your current choice of companions. And Silveo is nothing like him, either. Silveo is a lot smarter.”

“When he met Thessalyn, he immediately wanted to know why I hadn’t poisoned you,” said Gerard in what he hoped was a lighter voice.

Mishael laughed again. “That would certainly have simplified things.”

“I don’t hate you, Father.”

“I don’t know why not,” muttered Mishael, staring down at his handkerchief.

Gerard wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “Thank you for telling me your story. It...it explains a lot. It helps.”

Mishael nodded.

Gerard rose a little stiffly. He had no idea how late it might be. “I still think you should reacquaint yourself with Theresa.”

Mishael started to say something, but Gerard continued. “Jaleel and Elizabet agree with me. You need more than elevated cutlery. Everyone does. And by the look on her face when she recognized you, I believe she remembers you fondly.”

Mishael nodded again, but said nothing.

“Forgive yourself,” said Gerard. “Everyone else has.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 23. Malabar Bay
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They left for Malabar early in the afternoon of the following day. Lord Holovar had intended to take the royal sloop Gannet. However, Gerard offered the Fang, and, after some debate, his father accepted.

More hunti pirates had been sighted the day before, and desperate refugee ships might be found anywhere. The Gannet was capable of tackling any enemy she might ordinarily encounter in the Small Kingdoms. However, these conditions were far from ordinary.

After further debate, it was also decided that a portion of the Fang’s crew would remain behind aboard the Defiance. This was ostensibly done to make room for Lord Holovar’s marines and their griffins. However, Gerard also did it to pacify Gwain—to ensure that the Defiance was well-protected in case there was some further dispute with the castle regarding the former slaves. He sent his ship’s children to the Defiance as well, including Dakar. If that doesn’t keep everyone safe, I don’t know what will.

In pristine weather, the spike of Malabar’s main island was visible from the ramparts of Holovarus castle. It could be reached in a watch aboard a moderately swift ship, providing the wind wasn’t dead against them. Gerard saw patches of blue sky between the racing clouds overhead, but a gusty, gray drizzle persisted, and they couldn’t see the island itself until they were almost in the mouth of the harbor.

Silveo and Gwain joined Gerard on the quarterdeck as they sailed past the first of the outer buoys. “This harbor is the main reason that Malabar is the most powerful island in the Small Kingdoms,” Gerard told them.

“So I gathered when I visited a few years ago,” said Gwain. “It’s a double harbor, correct?”

Gerard nodded. “The inner portion is in a looped estuary.” They had entered the wide mouth of the bay and Gerard let them admire the sweep of coastline with the town nestled at the foot of sheltering cliffs. The bay was more than twice as large as Holovarus’s.

“This is where most of our exports come to market,” continued Gerard. “It’s where merchants from the Great Islands stop if they wish to acquire goods from the Small Kingdoms.”

“Is that the entrance to the inner harbor?” asked Silveo, pointing to a spot ahead where the bay narrowed and curved out of sight. No ships were anchored there, and an astute eye might discern an eddy in the current.

“Yes,” said Gerard, “and we should be getting a pilot any moment.”

As though on cue, a griffin and rider glided across the bay to thump down onto the deck. Gerard called a greeting to the grishnard pilot as she came up the steps. Lord Holovar’s pilot was at the wheel, and the two of them had a murmured conversation, full of pointing and nodding.

“We need a local pilot to cross the sandbar,” Gerard explained to Silveo and Gwain. “There are breakers at low tide, and ships can get stuck even at high tide.”

Gwain squinted. “My ship never went beyond the outer harbor last time. I did walk around the inner a little. Impressive.”

“Beyond the bar, there’s even more sheltered anchorage in the estuary at the mouth of the river,” said Gerard. “Malabar Castle is in a bend of the river, so it’s got direct access to the sea and a natural moat. The small land bridge is very defensible.”

“The whole thing sounds very defensible,” murmured Silveo.

“No one has ever taken Malabar Harbor,” said Gerard, “not even on griffins.”

The local pilot had taken the wheel, and she began calling directions to trim the sails as they glided into the choppier water around the sandbar. Gerard had seen ships the size of the Fang maneuvered into and out of Malabar’s inner harbor before. Still, he breathed a little easier once they passed the ominous eddy and sailed on along the pier-lined estuary. They were closer to land now, and smells of food, tar, paint, and fish reached them.

“Looks like this is where they’re keeping their prizes,” said Silveo.

Gerard had also spotted ships that were clearly being repaired from boarding actions. He guessed that they had been taken from refugees. Gerard agreed with Silveo that his father should keep the ports open and treat the refugees with as much generosity as could be afforded. Anything else would be reprehensible. Still, he wondered whether Silveo was truly correct in his assertion that Holovarus would be richer in the end for doing so. If what Gerard could see was any indication, Malabar stood to gain a great deal of wealth from its piratical policies.

He cleared his throat. “All of this deep, sheltered anchorage has allowed Malabar to keep ships safe from storms, as well as pirates and other grishnards. In my great grandfather’s day, they had the largest fleet in the islands, mostly because—”

Gerard broke off.

“Gods’ blood and scales,” muttered Silveo. Malabar Castle had come into view around a bend of the river—a shadowy giant of wet stone, glimpsed through the misty, wind-blown drizzle. And in the air beyond the castle, moored low and riding like a phantom against the gray sky, floated a skeletal airship.

“What is that doing here?” whispered Gwain. Airships were delicate conceits of the Great Islands. They were toys of the wealthy or of exceedingly successful merchants. They flew only in fair weather and required a great deal of infrastructure, such as light-gas stations and enormous hangars, which were present only in the Great Islands.

“I have no idea,” muttered Gerard. “I’ve never seen one in the Small Kingdoms.”

“Refugee,” pronounced Silveo.

Gwain gave a low chuckle. He was staring at the airship with deep fascination. “I suppose some of them might have gotten out of Port Royal before they were taken or set on fire.”

For all their apparent advantages, airships were never used in war. The light-gas that made them float was highly flammable, and a single fire arrow could destroy an entire ship. Some of the more durable models, intended for sailing greater distances between islands, shielded their airbladders with thin walls, but they were still delicate. Most airships sacrificed even this scant protection for speed. They were transport vessels of unparalleled comfort and convenience, and they tore through the skies with only a scaffolding to protect their airbladders and a heavy keel to keep them upright.

Gwain shook his head. “Why would any airship run to the Small Kingdoms?”
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Chapter 24. A Splendid Start
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“A merchant, fleeing the chaos in Maijha,” said Chastain Malabar, when he greeted them half a watch later. “They were lucky to get here; the ship hardly flies.”

“Aren’t you worried about it moored over your harbor, then, my lord?” asked Jaleel.

Gerard had never seen an airship moored so low, except in a proper hangar. He didn’t know much about them, but he was pretty sure that mooring too low was dangerous. Chastain spoke in a curious hurry and without meeting anyone’s eyes. “Oh, she floats, and she’s in the lee of the mountain here—calmer air down low, at least that’s what the captain says.” He glanced up, and Gerard saw the unmistakable flash of greed. “I believe the captain may trade her to us for a water-born ship and supplies to sail to the Sunkissed Isles.”

Gerard stared at him. Do you really think you can maintain an airship in the Small Kingdoms? It would be prestigious, certainly. The other islands would look upon such a thing with awe. It would also be arrogant, expensive, and probably stupid. Gerard wanted to ask whether Lord Malabar had a single subject capable of flying an airship.

Mishael Holovar seemed as baffled as Gerard, but he covered it with a bow. “I wish you joy of your new vessel, my lord.”

Gerard wished the formalities would end, so they could get on with their reason for being here. Custom dictated that, as family, they should receive a less formal welcome preceding the main event. Gerard watched his aunt Porsha, dressed this evening in an expensive-looking blue-green gown, and he thought about everything his father had told him yesterday. Mishael had not mentioned Gerard’s proposed marriage to Lady Willomina, but it made sense now. She and father were trying to patch things up—give Porsha a chance to see her grandchild on the throne, unite the kingdoms peaceably. I suppose I ruined all that.

And, Gerard reflected, I’m not likely to make up for it this evening.

Silveo was wearing a patterned blue waistcoat with large, inlaid mother-of-pearl buttons over a shirt downy with lace. His collar was a froth of gold, and he had an assortment of colorful earrings jingling and glittering in his ears. His coat had cloth-of-gold collar and cuffs, and he’d put on a feathered, multi-colored cape—a sure sign that he was seeking to offend the offend-able. His boots were trimmed in feathers as well, and he’d tied a series of little bows into his tail. He’d retouched his kohl so that it flared in curlicues at the corners of his eyes.

Gerard had felt certain, when Silveo emerged from the changing room, that Lord Holovar would tell him to go back and adjust his appearance until he looked less like an expensive dock whore. Silveo clearly anticipated this reaction. He came straight over to the king and said, “Watch them watching me.”

Lord Holovar looked at him, face inscrutable. Silveo was not yet moving with that swagger which Gerard associated with this particular get-up. Gerard wondered whether his father noticed—whether he realized the extent to which Silveo put on his legend like a second coat.

Mishael Holovar frowned and shook his head. “Seriously,” continued Silveo, “take a good look right now, and then ignore me for the rest of the evening. Watch them. You may learn something.”

“You realize that your appearance may provoke unkind remarks?” said Lord Holovar.

Silveo snickered. “Unkind remarks? Now you sound like Gerard.”

Gwain piped up. “In some parts of Maijha, your appearance would provoke a beating.”

“See, that’s what I’m used to,” said Silveo, “but I’ll fetch a handkerchief in case they make me cry.”

“And knives in case of beatings?” suggested Gwain.

“No, the knives are for people who’d like to snap a slave collar on you,” replied Silveo sweetly.

“I can look after myself.” In some ways, Gwain’s appearance was almost as provocative as Silveo’s. He’d made no attempt to conceal his species—no boots, his long braid a lustrous stripe of blue-gray down his back, his feathery tail undisguised.

When the Malabars came to give their formal greeting, they completely ignored Silveo and Gwain. Gerard was sure that Philip would have had something cunning to say, but he was not with them. Gerard was filled with a mixture of foreboding and curiosity as they followed Lord and Lady Malabar out of the small audience chamber, down a hall, towards the sounds of music and voices. He’d never heard of the Small Kingdoms coming together like this and wondered what form the meeting might take. “An open discussion,” was all they’d been told, with a more formal conference to follow in the morning.

Just before they stepped through the doors, Lord Malabar turned to Lord Holovar and spoke as though he’d just remembered something, “I recently purchased a shipment of faun slaves from the Sunkissed Isles. Unhappily, they were apprehended by hunti pirates, but I am told that your griffins took the pirate ship. I’m sure the spoils were superb, but I would like my slaves back.”

Gerard saw Gwain stiffen. Ahead of them, Mishael Holovar stopped short as well. All ethical concerns aside, the demand was rude. The polite thing to do would have been to offer half the slaves or their value to Lord Holovar as captor of the pirate ship and humbly request that the other half be returned to Lord Malabar as their original owner. Lord Malabar’s demand was a clear display of dominance, intended to reinforce the notion that the Kingdom of Malabar was stronger than Holovarus, more important in island politics, and that Mishael could not afford to offend his brother-in-law.

“Well, this party is off to a splendid start,” muttered Silveo in Gerard’s head.

“He’s angry that Father didn’t acquiesce immediately about the ports,” returned Gerard.

Jaleel’s tail bristled. Lord Holovar must certainly be bristling inwardly, but he was, as always, master of his emotions. He said nothing, and, after an awkward pause, Chastain continued, “But this is a minor matter for later. Let us see what everyone has to say about the ugly business in Maijha and how we can avoid such a disaster in the Small Kingdoms. A united front is paramount!”

As it turned out, “party” was an apt description. A meal of tiny offerings on sticks and in little jeweled cups had been laid out in the grand ballroom. Lords and ladies, together with their children, advisors, and hangers-on mingled beneath a domed ceiling, painted with entwined dragons. Two harpists were playing in the background, and colorful lamps gave just the right amount of brilliance to set off jewels to perfection.

A butler announced them, saying only, “Lord Holovar and Prince Jaleel of Holovarus.” Gerard was relieved to go unnamed. However, he’d taken only a few steps into the room before Lady Ashland came bustling up to him, “Oh, Gerard! We heard that you’d come home!” She took his arm and guided him inexorably away from the group, satin skirts aflutter. She was wearing a collar of green gems above a low-cut blouse. Her tight, bodice-enhancing jacket left nothing to the imagination. Gerard had seen this fashion on Mance and Haplag, but never in the Small Kingdoms. Lady Ashland’s bosom had been laced so high that it seemed to precede them as they walked. “Oh, my dear, I just want you to know that Lord Ashland and I have always held you in the highest regard. We were so delighted to hear you’d come home!”

“Thank you,” said Gerard, who’d never held Lady Ashland in any kind of regard. She was a gossipy creature, fully twenty years younger than her lord, and she’d once made an embarrassingly transparent overture towards Gerard at a court dinner when he was nineteen. Gerard had been so naive that he had not understood the exchange until his griffin explained it to him later—a conversation best forgotten. “Silveo, where are you?”

Aloud, he said, “I’m only home for a brief visit, but it is good to see my family again.”

“Oh!” Lady Ashland’s pretty face rearranged itself into a simulation of disappointment. Gerard was certain that she knew he had not come home to stay, and he wished to avoid a prolonged discussion of the matter.

Fortunately, Lady Ashland was directable. “What is my lady’s opinion of our present dilemma with the ports?” he asked.

Lady Ashland giggled and twirled a ringlet. They’d stopped beside a table supplied with flutes of wine, but she made no move to take one. “Oh, I leave such things to my lord.”

Gerard realized that Lady Ashland’s attraction to him might be useful after all. A dishonorable thought. But it persisted. He could almost hear Silveo in his head. Everyone cheats.

He stopped avoiding her eyes. Still mentally chastising himself, he moved a little closer and swept up one of the flutes of wine. “My lady, our kingdoms stand upon the brink of crisis. This is no time to be coy. Surely you have an opinion about the ports.” He handed her the wine, and Lady Ashland took it with a simper.

Gerard was standing so close now that his dove-gray waistcoat practically brushed her bodice. Lady Ashland sipped her wine. “Well...of course we’re going to close our ports. It’s a great pity. The flow of trade this summer has brought fine fabrics to our markets, as well as fashions from the Great Islands.” She touched the lacy collar of her blouse near the glittering gems at her throat. Her voice dropped to a purr. “What do you think of the fabric, Gerard?”

The fabric in question framed her entire bosom, upon which she could have safely rested her drink. Gerard was beginning to feel hot under his collar and wished he had not chosen to encourage her. He covered his embarrassment by stepping back to retrieve a glass of wine for himself. “Then my lady is in favor of keeping the ports open?” Who knows what manner of breast-enhancing fashion might arrive next?

Lady Ashland gave a little frustrated sigh. “Of course not. We have to close them.” Her eyes moved away from Gerard’s, and her flirtatious demeanor faltered. “We were planning to do it in ten days, but that was before the news out of Maijha. Now...I think Lord Ashland is ready to do it tomorrow if Lord Malabar agrees. The important thing is a united front.”

Gerard was beginning to tire of that phrase.

Lady Ashland’s voice dropped to an uncertain murmur. “With chaos sweeping the Great Islands...all of these strange people washing up on our shores....hunti pirates, starving ocelons ready to steal anything they can carry, escaped faun slaves...we must present a united front.” She was gripping the wine glass a little too tightly.

Gerard felt sudden pity for her. From Lady Ashland’s point of view, they were standing in a fragile shell of tranquility and civilization. Monsters howled in the darkness outside, while the shell grew thinner and thinner. Gerard wanted to say, “I have lived among the monsters, and they’re not so bad.”

Then he heard Silveo’s voice, a little too loud. “In my admittedly disreputable opinion, this pastry contains your kin, yes.” Gerard glanced around to see Silveo and Gwain dissecting an appetizer with one of Silveo’s throwing knives. Silveo selected a tidbit, sniffed it, tasted. “Yes, definitely faun meat.”

At least half the guests were staring at them, either overtly or covertly. Gerard followed Silveo’s advice from earlier in the evening and took the opportunity to examine the room.

He was not surprised to see the Lords of Scorp and Estrad standing with Lady Isidor around one table. Lord and Lady Clawscross were also there, looking sullen. They had lost their kingdom, Gerard remembered, and were in exile on Deadeye Reef. They’ll be friends with anyone who’s likely to help them take it back.

Tabby Isidor, Philip’s nominal bride, was also present. Gerard was a little dismayed to see Lord Ashland deep in conversation with the Lords of Deadeye Reef and Narwhal Bay. They looked like people in agreement. Probably with Malabar.

Gerard’s eyes skimmed over the crowd. Most of the guests were still transfixed by the spectacle of a foxling dressed like a streetwalker cutting up an appetizer, while a faun poked through the pieces in the middle of a grishnard ballroom. Gerard spotted Lord Glasswater. He was talking to Lord Moonrest and Lady Bloodwater. From their postures, Gerard did not think these three were in total agreement. He thought that Lord Glasswater was trying to shift them to his way of thinking. And that will be Malabar’s.

Gerard’s eyes scanned the room again, searching for the lords of the tiniest kingdoms. He wondered whether Holovarus had really been the last to arrive or whether there might be a few more still coming into port. Gerard spied the Lord of Whaleshaven—a kingdom with no holdings at all—and behind him....

Gerard nearly choked on his drink. He had to force himself not to reach for his sword. Several leopons were standing there amid the grishnard kings and queens—their stripes and spots distinct even at a distance. One of them was looking around the room just like Gerard, and they saw each other in the same instant. The leopon smirked and raised his glass in what might have been a toast or a challenge. It was Ellia Reza.
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Chapter 25. Leopons
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Gerard felt as though his chest were suddenly too tight for breathing—as though he were wearing Lady Ashland’s jacket. He shut his eyes and opened them again. Ellia was still there, smirking at him from across the room. The leopons turned and said something to Lord Whaleshaven. Asking to be introduced? Surely he wouldn’t have the gall.

Ellia Reza was the most vicious of Culowen Reza’s numerous offspring—the heir apparent to Culowen’s empire of crime on Sern. Until this summer, that empire had been a shadow realm, so heavily entwined with Sern’s economy that even the grishnard king dared not touch it. This situation had existed for more than a decade and it had seemed likely to continue indefinitely.

Silveo had ties to Culowen from his assassin days. Culowen had owed Silveo a favor, and it was on the strength of this favor that Gerard and his friends had come to Culowen with Gwain’s revolutionary printing machine, seeking distribution of Gwain’s book. The book explained, among other things, how to kill wyverns. They had succeeded in gaining Culowen’s goodwill and cooperation.

Ellia, on the other hand, had refused to recognize Silveo as anything other than a jumped-up dock whore, and Silveo refused to recognize Ellia as anything other than a pimp and a thug. Ellia had waylaid them as they were leaving Culowen’s lair, and only swift thinking on Lu’s part had gotten them out unscathed. Gerard retained a fierce desire to put a sword through Ellia’s face.

True to his word, Culowen had distributed Gwain’s book all over the crescent, and the unrest it produced had allowed Culowen to strengthen his position on Sern. The grishnard king and his family had been driven into exile. Gerard supposed that Ellia now considered himself a prince. Gerard wondered, not for the first time, whether he, Silveo, and Gwain had really made things better by telling everyone the nature of the gods.

But then he remembered his father’s words from the night before. An image of Hoepali rose up before his mind’s eye—the golden body of the wyvern undulating in his sacred pool, his gleaming eyes malevolent and full of dark, alien intelligence. The protection of wyverns came at a high price. Hoepali had always preferred children. Surely anything is better than that.

Lord Whaleshaven stopped in front of Gerard, trailed by a parade of leopons. They were dressed smartly, although they looked more like marines than courtiers. They were still wearing traditional leopon jewelry, which included the claws and teeth of those they’d killed. Ellia’s fingers glittered with the kind of rings intended to injure an opponent in a fist-fight. The group leered at the grishnards around them in an insolent manner that would have made Gerard want to smack them even if he didn’t know who they were. He could see why the Malabars had responded poorly. Whaleshaven must be desperate.

The king was only a few years older than Gerard, but shorter and paler, sweating profusely in his fine, stiff clothes. “Gerard Holovar, Lady Ashland,” said Lord Whaleshaven, “may I present Ellia Reza of Sern, accompanied by his captains and officers. They are here to offer their protection in this time of crisis.”

“I see,” said Gerard. He knew he should follow this with some banal pleasantry, but could think of nothing.

To his surprise, Lady Ashland chimed in. “In exchange for fealty to Culowen Reza?” She spoke without a trace of simper.

Lord Whaleshaven sounded defensive. “In exchange for valuable trade agreements with Sern—business partnerships that could make us all very wealthy.”

Lady Ashland’s smile was as brittle as ice. “Is that what they’re calling holdings these days? Business partners?” Gerard was impressed. Lady Ashland might fear the monsters, but she wasn’t about to roll over for them.

Lord Whaleshaven huffed. “These are troubled times, my lady. The Small Kingdoms are small. It is time to make alliances before we are overwhelmed.”

Ellia stepped smoothly around the nervous little king, took Lady Ashland’s hand in spite of her obvious distaste, and raised it to his lips. “My lady may find,” he murmured, “that many of her assets are not as protected as she may think.” His smirking eyes dropped to her bosom.

Lady Ashland jerked her hand away with an unladylike hiss. Gerard saw her tail lash beneath her skirts. She recovered herself, shot Ellia an expression of studied contempt, and turned towards Gerard with a fixed smile. “Gerard, darling, I find there is an offensive odor on this side of the room. Perhaps one of the canapés is off. Please feel free to join me elsewhere.” She swept away. Lord Whaleshaven, whose tiny kingdom was in no position to offend anyone, trailed after her, murmuring apologies.

Ellia watched them go, his grin becoming more predatory. “Isn’t it adorable?” He spoke in a conspiratorial murmur, as though he and Gerard were old friends and not mortal enemies. “They hate me so much, but they’ve got to be civil. Watch this.” He took one of the wine glasses, held it at arm’s length, and dumped it out onto the polished floor. The dark wine ran like blood over the pale marble. Ellia dropped the delicate flute itself, which shattered.

Several grishnards glanced their way. Some of them must have seen what had happened, but no one said anything. An instant later, a faun slave—a little gazumelle with downcast eyes—came scurrying over to clean up the mess. As he crouched on the floor, Ellia gave his backside a nudge with his booted paw, sending the faun sprawling onto the glass. Blood mingled with the dark wine, but neither the gazumelle, nor any of the grishnards said anything.

“Stop,” grated Gerard.

Ellia chuckled. “Why?”

Gerard decided that civility was the wrong approach in this situation. “Because if you don’t, I will break your face.”

“Oooh, are we going to have a fight?” murmured Ellia, taking a step closer to him. “Am I going to kill you right here in the middle of Malabar’s ballroom in front of your donkey-headed father and your twat of a brother?” His lip curled and all pretense of friendly intimacy vanished. “That isn’t the way I envisioned it, but I’m willing.”

Gerard realized, with a jolt, that Ellia was serious. All eight leopons had reached for weapons. “Do you think these good folk will get any more excited about your blood on the floor?” asked Ellia. “I’m genuinely curious.”

This is insane, thought Gerard, but he felt certain that he was about to have an actual sword fight with eight leopons in the middle of Chastain Malabar’s ballroom.

“Ellia...” crooned a voice, and Gerard sensed, more than saw Silveo approach on his right. “You’re looking better. Can you still see out of both eyes? Sometimes, there’s a bit of residual cloudiness after Lu’s pepper concoction, and you may wheeze a bit now and then.”

Ellia’s gaze dropped to Silveo. His lip twitched. “So you were lying about not being able to speak. I wondered.” He waited a moment, but Silveo only smiled. “We have a score to settle.”

Silveo sipped his wine. “Indeed.”

“By the time I’m finished, every foxling in the Small Kingdoms will be wearing a collar.”

The gazumelle slave had finished sweeping up the broken glass and turned to hurry away. Ellia paused to trip him, but before he could quite get his foot out, someone stepped on it hard enough to make him yelp. Gwain pushed past Ellia, eating an appetizer that presumably did not contain faun meat. “I’m sorry; so clumsy of me. Was that your paw?”

Ellia made an actual jab at Gwain with his fist. Gwain dodged, but the leopons had closed up behind him. One caught his tail with a swift jerk, so that he fell backwards to land hard on the floor. A boot lashed out to kick him, and Gerard darted forward. Out of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed a knife in Silveo’s hand. “Wait!” he said desperately. “If we draw first blood, there could be dire consequences. Wait.”

Gerard was trying to help Gwain to his feet without taking his eyes off any of the leopons. They kept stepping on Gwain’s coat and tail as he tried to rise. One of the leopons wasn’t wearing boots, and his claws had ripped a long gash in Gwain’s trousers. Blood seeped around the edges. As Gerard elbowed them aside and bent to get a good grip on his friend’s forearm, he thought he saw a knife drop from a leopon’s sleeve into a hand—not a throwing knife like Silveo’s, but a long, slender dagger that could slide between ribs into a lung. The party noise in the large, echoey room seemed suddenly very loud. Loud enough to mask a scream?

“Gerard Holovar?” One of the leopons glanced around and then backed away so abruptly that Gerard thought Chastain must finally have sent guards. However, the person standing there only looked like a butler. He had gray hair with streaks of white at the temples and a dark coat of an old-fashioned cut. His eyes were the only arresting thing about him—a deep, gem-like blue. He looked at Gerard, ignoring the leopons, and spoke in a quiet voice, “My mistress would like a word with you and your companions.”

Gerard took the opportunity of the leopons’ distraction to pull Gwain to his feet, and they both put several quick steps between themselves and the leopons. Gwain was attempting to straighten his rumpled clothes. “I should have brought my hoof blades,” he muttered. “I didn’t realize I’d need them at a dinner party.”

Gerard glimpsed a girl standing behind the stranger. He looked around for Silveo and found him in an apparent standoff with Ellia, throwing knife in one hand, empty wine glass in the other. Ellia had wine dripping off the tip of his nose. His tail was lashing. “Careful, Silvy,” he murmured. “You’re so sharp, you’ll cut yourself.”

“Silveo,” said Gerard loudly, “someone wants to talk to us.”

Ellia turned to see what was happening, caught sight of the newcomers, and froze. His expression was so strange that Gerard turned and really looked at them. A small, freckled-faced girl with mouse-brown hair stood a little behind her servant. She was wearing what must have been the simplest gown in the ballroom—an old style, similar to that of temple harpers, fastened at the shoulder with a polished seashell brooch. Together, they had an air of colloquial innocence, like a grandfather and granddaughter, come to visit the great city.

Gerard finally realized who they must be. “Lady Azure?” he asked cautiously.

The girl smiled and inclined her head. “And my advisor,” she said in a soft, sweet voice, “Master Lazaran. We heard that Holovarus may not close its ports. We would prefer to keep our ports open as well. We hope to do so without...assistance.” Her eyes flicked to the leopons.

Silveo had come up beside Gerard and was looking at the queen and her advisor curiously. “Who are they?” he asked in Gerard’s head.

Gerard tried to think of how to explain quickly. “Lady Azure of the Isle of Azure. The kingdom has no holdings, but it does possess the last source of fresh water between Wefrivain and the Sunkissed Isles. She came to the throne as a child and never married, though I think she’s now twenty-something. I’ve heard of this advisor. Some say he runs the kingdom. Some say he’s her lover.” If that was true, they made a strange couple, although Gerard supposed he had no room for such judgments.

The lady was looking at him with her head on one side, waiting for a response. “My father would also prefer to keep the ports open this winter,” said Gerard. “Also without...assistance.” He hesitated. “We’re a bit old-fashioned on Holovarus.”

Lady Azure broke into a grin that transformed her plain face into a sort of evil little girl. “We thought you might be.”

Gerard couldn’t help but smile back. At the same time, he was confused. Why is she having this conversation with me and not my father or Jaleel? Is she another person who thinks I’ve come home to stay? He felt weary of deflecting this myth.

Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Silveo’s tail fluff up. “Gerard...” He wasn’t looking at Lady Azure. He was looking at Master Lazaran, who seemed to be having a staring match with the leopons. Lazaran’s tail—dark, but streaked with white like his hair—was going twitch, twitch, twitch behind him.

Gerard blinked. No grishnard tail ought to move like that—fluid as a ribbon, as though it had too many joints. Gerard had seen a tail move like that before...a yellow month ago on Maijha Minor.

“Oh, gods.”

“Yep,” said Silveo. 
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Chapter 26. Old-Fashioned
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He’s a wyvern. Gerard was as certain of it as if he’d seen the creature shift. He heard Silveo repress a snort of laughter. Many of the grishnards present intended to argue the will of the gods in council. Lady Azure, however, had gone a step further. She’d brought hers with her.

Gerard remembered meeting Dakar’s father. Avenyar had given himself away by accident because he was out of practice, but Gerard thought Lazaran was doing it on purpose. One look at the leopons told him that they knew exactly what he was. Ellia’s spotted tail had bristled to twice its normal size. “Old ways are dying,” he growled. “Everything is changing. The Small Kingdoms will change, too, or perish.”

“We like our old ways on Azure,” said the Lady cheerfully.

“Sometimes old things survive for a reason,” murmured Lazaran.

Ellia pulled something from inside his jacket—a gleaming device of metal and wood. Gerard had never seen anything like it. Ellia pointed the device at Lazaran and smiled. “And sometimes old things are just weak and brittle. Jager thunder is coming...even to Azure. But we can protect you...for the right price.” He winked at Lazaran, made an obscene gesture at Silveo, and stalked away, followed by his entourage.

Gerard let out a long breath.

“What a steaming pile of griffin dung,” muttered Silveo. “Culowen must have gotten tired of dealing with him at home, so he sent him to make trouble out here.”

“What was that thing he had in his pocket?” asked Gwain.

“No idea,” said Silveo. “I thought it was a little crossbow at first, but it...wasn’t.”

“It was a jager device,” said Lady Azure. Her smile had disappeared, and she looked fretful. “The leopons say they have something that will kill wyverns. Culowen has been trying to get hold of the devices all summer, but I don’t think he has many yet.”

“That little thing is supposed to kill a wyvern?” asked Gwain doubtfully.

“You don’t need a device to kill a wyvern,” said Gerard. “I’ve done it with my sword.” He was watching Lazaran. What’s your game?

The creature’s tail had stopped moving in that unnatural way. He matched Gerard’s stare. “It’s not easy, though. It’s not easy to kill...even a very little wyvern.”

Oh. Finally Gerard understood. Somehow they know about Dakar, and they think... He looked from Lady Azure to Lazaran. They think we’ll be sympathetic to them? Gerard doubted very much that the other kings and queens realized that Lazaran was a wyvern. In order to be able to shift at will, he must be a pure-blood. I thought Avenyar said that only the gods of the Great Islands were pure-bloods. The ones out here in the Small Kingdoms are all half-breeds.

Against his better judgment, Gerard said, “Are you recently come to the Small Kingdoms, Master Lazaran?”

Lazaran laughed—a deep throaty chuckle, and Lady Azure put one hand over her mouth to hide a smile. “Not recently,” he said.

Gwain pursed his lips. Gerard had wondered whether he was following along, but doubt vanished when he said, “Before the Priestess came?”

An interesting possibility.

Azure’s gem-blue eyes shifted to Gwain. “You must be Prince Maijha. I read your book.”

“Did you?” Gwain didn’t seem to know whether to be amused, flattered, or threatened. He hated wyverns, but he had made an exception for Dakar.

Lazaran nodded. “Well-written. Mostly accurate.” He smiled. “I liked the joke about the wyvern skins on the black market.”

Gwain gave an uneasy laugh.

Lady Azure’s eyes skimmed around the ballroom. “Look at all of them. Everyone talking to the people they think matter.”

“Not a lot of people talking to us,” said Silveo.

Lady Azure nodded. “Malabar is determined to close the ports and treat all refugees as pirates. Estrad, Isidor, Deadeye Reef, Ashland, Narwhal Bay, and Glasswater are with him. They’ll wrangle a bit about the details, but they’re in favor of an insular stance. They’re not ready to sacrifice their sovereignty for protection, either. They hate and fear non-grishnards like the leopons almost as much as they hate the ocelon and foxling refugees. They’re too afraid to be rude to the leopons, but they’ll never swear fealty to Culowen. Their gods are frightened, too. They hope that if they shut their eyes very tightly, this will all go away.”

Gerard cocked his head. “What about Moonrest and Bloodwater?” They were the largest remaining kingdoms.

“They’re prevaricating, but I think they’ll eventually accept help from the leopons,” said Lady Azure. “Shipsbain and Whaleshaven already have. Their gods are hoping that, by compromising, they will survive.”

Gerard nodded. These were the least powerful kingdoms.

“They’ll be holdings of Sern before mid-winter,” continued Lady Azure. “Clawscross, too. They’re negotiating for leopon ships and mercenaries to help take back their kingdom. They’ll get it, I think, but not as a sovereign state.”

Silveo cocked his head. “Sounds to me like you don’t trust the leopons or want their help. Why don’t you close your ports and stand with Malabar?”

Lady Azure hesitated. “We don’t want to close our ports for the same reasons that no one else does—disruption of our fragile economy, difficulty of implementation...”

“Humanitarian reasons,” rumbled Lazaran with a grin that involved too many teeth.

Gwain rolled his eyes.

“But mostly,” continued Lady Azure, “we don’t think Malabar will succeed. We think these jager weapons are real and that they’re coming to the Small Kingdoms eventually. If the Great Islands can’t stand up to them, what hope do the Small Kingdoms have?”

“So what do you want from us?” asked Gerard.

“An ally,” murmured Lazaran. “An ally who might think that we matter.”

Gwain stifled a laugh.

Lazaran curled his tail in another lazy ribbon of impossible angles. “Of course, the irony of such an alliance is not lost upon me.”

Gerard was beginning to like Lazaran in spite of himself. “The decision about Holovarus is ultimately my father’s and perhaps my brother’s, not mine. However, they are strongly in favor of keeping the ports open.” He glanced at Silveo. “We also believe that many capable and talented shelts are fleeing the Great Islands. If Holovarus can survive the onslaught this winter and keep its ports open, the rewards in terms of a diversified economy and trade could be enormous.” His eyes narrowed as he looked from Lady Azure to Lazaran. “How do you feel about the refugees?”

Lady Azure shrugged. “Most of those who reach us are on their way out of the crescent. We have begun to implement an adjusted water tax based on what they can pay, since some have very little money. A few have chosen to stay. Our people are a little bewildered, but there have been no riots.”

“None of them have made involuntary visits to the temple,” offered Lazaran with a twinkle.

“Oh, so you’re not eating them,” said Gwain brightly.

“I will speak with my father,” said Gerard. “He may be in favor of some kind of alliance...although I’m not sure how much help we could be to each other in the event of a sudden attack.” The Isle of Azure was a long day’s sailing from Holovarus. Griffins, of course, could arrive faster.

The Lady inclined her head. “Think about it.”
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Chapter 27. Splitting Up
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“Well, that was bizarre,” muttered Gwain as Lady Azure and her advisor walked away.

“Do you think he looks like that when they’re alone?” muttered Silveo.

Gerard rolled his eyes.

“Because if he can look like anything he wants—”

“I think he probably looks like a giant snake with wings.”

“Oh, I bet he doesn’t always.” Before Gerard could respond, Silveo continued, “Gwain, do you need to change clothes?”

Gwain looked down at the gaping, bloodstained tear in his trousers. “Yes.”

“Come on, then.”

Gerard felt a wave of apprehension. “Wait a moment. Gwain, do you have a change of dress  trousers in the castle?”

“Of course he doesn’t,” said Silveo. “But the ship’s just there on the quay.”

Gerard shook his head. “Silveo, I am not letting you out of my sight while we’re on the same island as Ellia Reza! Didn’t you hear what he said? We’ve got a score to settle? If I had known he was going to be at this conference, I would never have come.”

“You need to be here,” said Silveo in an annoyingly reasonable tone. “Gwain and I are just along for the ride. Besides, Ellia is right over there. He can’t ambush us if he’s in the ballroom. You can keep an eye on him.”

Gerard stared at Silveo. “What are you trying to do?”

But Silveo refused to answer his thought. Gerard wished he could sift through Silveo’s mind as easily as the foxling sometimes managed to sift through his.

Philip Malabar chose that moment to swagger over to their table of drinks. He was trailed by a handful of other grishnards of about the same age. Gerard recognized one of the younger Estrads, probably Willomina’s husband. He also recognized Solomon Isidor, sibling to Philip’s child-wife. Jaleel was with them. He’d always gotten along with this group better than Gerard had.

“Gerard!” exclaimed Solomon, clapping him on the back. “Welcome home! Jaleel assures me that you’re only here for a visit, but welcome all the same. Who are your friends?”

Gerard was certain that Isidor knew perfectly well who they were, but the prince was being civil, so he said, “Silveo Lamire and Gwain Maijha, His Highness Solomon Isidor.”

Isidor inclined his head, eyes glittering with curiosity.

Philip snickered behind him and said, in a voice slightly thick with drink, “You’re supposed to marry people of the same species, but the opposite sex. Gerard seems to have gotten it backwards.”

There was an awkward pause. One of the others gave Philip a sharp elbow, but he continued to grin at Gerard, as though daring him to respond. Before Gerard could decide what to say, Silveo piped up. “We bow to your expertise. Although, I have heard it is also customary to wed people born in the same decade.”

Several of the grishnards laughed and the tension broke. Silveo continued in a speculative voice. “I personally favor the death penalty for those who bed children, but—”

Philip reddened. “I am not bedding my wife!”

“Well, that is fortunate for her. Really, it would be fortunate for her at any age. Please excuse us.” He turned away and Gwain followed him.

Gerard would have liked to join them, but Solomon threw an arm around him and said, “Don’t mind Philip. He gets boorish when he’s been drinking. We’ll be holding his head over the privy tomorrow morning, eh?”

Philip was looking sulky and didn’t respond.

“Besides,” continued Solomon, in what he clearly intended to be a generous vein, “foxlings are all girls as far as I’m concerned.” He winked at one of his companions. “I mean, we all went to the pleasure district on our coming of age tours, didn’t we? Did you try to figure out which ones were boys? I know I didn’t!”

Gales of laughter. Gerard wished he were anywhere else.

Jaleel attempted to come to his rescue. “Gerard, Solomon was telling me Isidor’s plan for dealing with the refugees. It sounds like Malabar is also considering this new policy. Perhaps you’d like to hear it?”

“Does it involve hanging them?” asked Gerard wearily.

“No, it does not!” exclaimed Isidor. “I think that sort of thing is barbaric and wrong-headed, as I’ve been telling Philip here. These people are a resource not to be wasted! From what Jaleel says, you agree with me.”

Gerard gave an uncertain nod.

Isidor jerked his head towards the far side of the room. “Let’s discuss it over some of Malabar’s excellent battered shrimp. Have you had anything to eat? Wine on an empty stomach will leave you looking like Philip.”

Jaleel moved over to walk beside Gerard, and the whole group drifted towards the shrimp table. Gerard glanced back just in time to see Silveo and Gwain slip out the door of the ballroom. 
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Chapter 28. Nominal Owners
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Gwain watched Silveo, glittering and jingling ahead of him. “Silveo...?”

“Hmmm?”

“What are you thinking?”

A pause. Gwain glanced around, but they seemed to be alone as they left the ballroom. “I’m thinking those were some awfully big leopons,” said Silveo.

“Ah.” Gwain followed him into the changing rooms, where Silveo removed his feathered cape and donned his rain cloak over his fine clothes. “Culowen does like his thugs big,” said Gwain as he stepped out of his destroyed dress  trousers and into plain woolen trousers.

“Don’t tell me what Culowen likes,” quipped Silveo.

“You think they were jagers?”

“Maybe.”

“What did they smell like?”

“They were wearing cologne,” said Silveo. “I couldn’t get a solid scent signature. Even if I could, I don’t know what I’m looking for. I’ve never met a jager. They’ve got species proximity to leopons, so I’m thinking that the distinction would be very fine. Like leons and grishnards—hard to tell apart without practice.” He hesitated. “What are you thinking?”

Gwain finished putting on a belt. He inspected his ravaged dress  trousers. “I’m thinking it would be very difficult to get an airship out of Port Royal and all the way to the Small Kingdoms under the circumstances described.”

Silveo nodded. “I thought that, too. Do you know anything about airships? Your father liked to tinker with them, didn’t he?”

“He did, yes. Light gas is a major source of income for the Maijhan Crown, so airships tend to be part of a young prince’s education.”

Silveo shook his head. “I’ve traveled in them a few times, mostly during my assassin days. They’re fast, but fragile. That one over the castle looks absurdly low to me.”

Gwain nodded. “She looks heavy to me. The light-gas bladders look full, yet she seems over-burdened.”

“If you wanted to get something out of Maijha quickly—” began Silveo and stopped.

Gwain caught a movement of shadow in the light coming from under the door. He and Silveo looked at each other. Silveo still had kohl curling from his eyes and over the sides of his face, but he’d taken off his flashier earrings. Gwain might reasonably have asked why, since they were planning on coming right back to the party, but he kept his mouth shut.

Silveo spoke again, this time in a more careless voice, “Like lace. If you wanted Maijhan lace now, an airship might be your only option.”

*  *  *  *
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“ARE YOU AWARE THAT the Priestess declared ocelons a slave species this summer after all the trouble on Sern?” asked Solomon as he dipped a battered shrimp in coconut fish sauce.

Gerard nodded. He’d heard about this proclamation, although he had no idea how broadly it had been implemented. Non-grishnard panauns held a lower-class status on most islands, but they were far from inconsequential. They formed the majority of healers, midwives, tutors, and trackers in many communities, and Gerard could not imagine how they could be extracted without serious negative repercussions. Also, while temple mandates did carry weight, they were not universal law, and communities tended to interpret them as their leaders saw fit, especially if local deities did not take an interest. “I knew about it,” said Gerard. “How has it played out in the broader crescent?”

“From what I hear,” said Solomon, “many of the Great Islands have established a sponsorship program over the summer.”

“A sponsorship program?” repeated Gerard. He was beginning to have an inkling of what Solomon might want.

“Yes,” cut in Jaleel. “A grishnard agrees to sponsor an ocelon and becomes his or her nominal owner.”

Gerard could easily imagine Silveo’s response. There is no such thing as a ‘nominal’ owner.

His thoughts must have shown on his face, because Jaleel spread his hands. “We’re only telling you how it was presented to us.”

“Both the ocelon and the grishnard sign papers,” said Solomon. “The word ‘slave’ is never used. According to my sources throughout the crescent, this has allowed many communities to smoothly transition into compliance with the Temple’s new mandate. There has been little upheaval or outward change in these communities. Ocelons continue to live in their homes and go about their business. I thought we might be able to allow some of the refugees to integrate into our communities under a sponsorship program. Our people might find it more...palatable.”

Gerard considered. Why would they find that more palatable? They’d still be living and working with shelts they despise and distrust. Unless... “Does this ‘nominal owner’ receive payment for the ocelon’s labor?”

Solomon Isidor grinned. “Of course.”

*  *  *  *
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GWAIN SAW NOBODY IN the hall as he and Silveo stepped out of the changing room, but Silveo bent to sniff around the door, caught Gwain’s eyes, and nodded. We’re being spied upon. Interesting.

They proceeded along the hall towards the antechamber, where they finally encountered a guard. Silveo tried to decline an escort, but the guard insisted. Who knows what a foxling and a faun might get up to, loose in the castle? So, they said no more until they were alone outside, trotting down the long line of steps. The trail led through the gardens, which sprawled all around the castle hill. Odors of food and perfume and sweat were replaced by the scent of earth and flowers and fall hay on the wet, night air. An occasional tall hedge blocked their view. Perfect for an ambush, Gwain found himself thinking.

Moisture beaded on their hair and ears in the misty rain, but neither of them put their hoods up. Gwain’s ears flicked back for any sound of footfalls, and he turned occasionally to get a look over his shoulder. He saw only charming views of the castle with the airship looming in the dark sky above. Clouds hid the stars and moons, but tall lanterns glowed at regular intervals along the path, and frogs were singing in the long grass beside the flagstone steps. Gwain identified two species, along with a local cricket.

Silveo stopped on a landing to adjust something in his clothes—probably a weapon—and Gwain took the opportunity to admire the view. From this angle, the castle appeared to sit upon an island with the inner harbor curling around it. Further back, out of sight, Gwain knew that a heavily-armored gate led to a narrow spit of land that connected the castle to the rest of the island, where cliffs loomed in the near-distance. As far as he could tell, the airship was anchored somewhere on the far side of the castle grounds. The inner harbor stretched at their feet—tranquil and glowing with ship’s lights. “It’s a beautiful place.”

“A beautiful fortress,” muttered Silveo. “If I were going to establish a base from which to take the rest of the Small Kingdoms, I’d do it here.”

They were silent a moment. Gwain could tell that Silveo was listening for sounds of pursuit. Foxlings had keener ears than fauns or grishnards. Gwain was fairly certain that they’d not been followed, but he waited patiently. At last, he said, “You’re afraid that Lord Malabar’s greed has prompted him to accept an airship loaded with hidden jager soldiers, who will take Port Malabar and use it as a base to assault the rest of the Small Kingdoms while allied to Culowen’s leopons, led by our charming friend, Ellia?”

Silveo grinned up at him. “I would have had to explain all that to Gerard.”

“I was a spy for most of the last decade,” said Gwain.

“Would you like to do some spying this evening?”

“What did you have in mind?”

“I want to get onto that airship.”

*  *  *  *
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“THAT’S NOT A nominal owner,” said Gerard. “That’s a regular owner, Solomon.”

Solomon shook his head. “It’s a formality. The grishnard passes along the ocelon’s earnings, keeping a small percentage for his trouble. It’s all agreed upon in writing when they sign papers.”

“You’ll let the refugees stay as slaves?” Gerard shook his head. “Yes, I suppose the grishnard population will agree to that.”

Solomon held up his hands. “Not slaves! And not all of the refugees are ocelons, but many are, and well...”

“Many of them are foxlings, too,” snapped Gerard. “The Temple mandate didn’t mention them. Will yours?”

Jaleel looked uncomfortable. “Every island would be free to create its own system—”

“We’d probably include foxlings, yes,” said Solomon more easily. “Plenty of the refugees are foxlings, and they make our local population uncomfortable. Our people need to know what’s in it for them, you see? But you don’t have to do that on Holovarus. Choose whatever parameters you like. Or don’t do it at all! We’re just sharing strategies—ways that each of our kingdoms may choose to deal with this crisis in order to survive. The refugees have skills that we’d like to incorporate into our economies, and we have homes and food that they would like to acquire. No one will force them to sign contracts. They’ll have to decide whether it’s worth the trade.”

Gerard remembered Ellia’s words. “By the time I’m finished, every foxling in the Small Kingdoms will be wearing a collar.”

Aloud, Gerard said, “The Temple Mandate included leopons, as well. Are you going to find nominal owners for them?”

Solomon laughed. “Well, they’re not asking to set up homes and businesses on our islands, are they?”

Philip piped up, “Don’t worry, Gerard. Your foxling already has an owner.”
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Chapter 29. Entertaining the Guests

[image: image]


“Shall we go back to the Fang first?” asked Gwain. “Pick up my hoof blades and dress  trousers?” He hesitated. “Requisition one of the griffins? There’s no guarantee we’ll be able to get onto an airship without one.”

Silveo stared over the harbor, considering. “Don’t most airships have cargo cages?”

Gwain nodded. “It might not be on the ground.”

“They all have anchor chains.”

“That’s a long, wet climb in the dark without ropes or equipment. I could have done it ten years ago. I’m not sure I can now.” He stopped himself from adding, And I cannot imagine you climbing in that get-up.

Silveo shook his head. “I wish Dakar were here.”

“I wish Tzu were.”

Silveo drummed his fingers against his shoulder. “Let’s just go over there and have a look.”

They left the paved steps and started off along a garden trail, skirting the middle section of the hill. Only the occasional cry of a peacock interrupted the frogs. As they reached the section of the hill closer to the mainland, the flowers gave way to vegetable gardens and small paddocks full of goats, sheep, zebras, and pegasus with clipped wing feathers. They skirted a rice paddy, where ducks and geese were sleeping. Outbuildings speckled the grounds. Gwain saw what he took to be a smithy with a banked fire. He saw stables and nest boxes and servants’ cottages. They’re well equipped for a siege.

The airship was anchored halfway down the far side of the hill in a paddock beside a stable. The anchor itself had chewed a long trail of broken ground before catching securely in the earth. It had knocked down a fence, which had not yet been repaired. Interesting.

The thick chain creaked in the wet night. Silveo stopped when they came within sight of it, craning his neck and sniffing. He raised his hood to hide his pale hair and Gwain did likewise. The airship hung almost directly overhead now. Its lower hull was an open skeleton, although, this close, Gwain could see that metal lattice-work spanned the gaps between ribs and licked up the sides of the ship with pleasing artistry. Decks and walkways were visible, but dimly lit.

The lowest and most visible part of the ship from this angle was its keel—a great sweep of heavy wood and metal. Airships often decorated and carved their keelheads in the same way that waterborne ships decorated their figureheads. They favored birds and other winged animals for obvious reasons. This one had a darkly painted, long-necked creature with half-folded wings.

Silveo squinted at it. “If I knew much about airships, I’d know that one’s name. I don’t think there are more than a few hundred in the crescent.”

“Off the top of my head, I’d say she’s the Cormorant,” said Gwain.

Silveo looked impressed. “Do you know her?”

“No. But that’s a cormorant. The keelhead, I mean.”

“Really?” Silveo looked again. “It’s a bird? I thought it was a wyvern.”

“They’re called snakebirds, sometimes, because they sit low in the water and have a long neck. Diving birds. And I think the artist emphasized the snakiness, but that’s definitely a cormorant. Look at the way it’s holding its wings; look at the beak—”

“I bow to your expertise on birds,” interrupted Silveo. “I don’t see a cargo cage.”

Gwain nodded. The absence of a heavy cable dangling from the ship’s belly seemed like a bad sign. The absence of lights or activity aboard the ship did not bode well, either. Even the keelhead basket, barely visible in the gloom, did not appear to have a lantern. “They’re locked up tight for the evening.”

Silveo put his hands in his pockets. He stood in the middle of the path, staring meditatively at the airship. Gwain wondered whether the Holovarus Honeytail might be found on other islands in the Small Kingdoms. He didn’t see why not. It’s probably only called that because the naturalist who first described it was from Holovarus. Lady Lydia. I wonder whether she was any relation to—

Silveo reached out and patted his arm. Gwain looked up. A shadow was descending out of the belly of the airship, just visible against the dark sky. It came down, guided by a light rope that must have been secured to the ground within the stable complex. The rope was completely invisible in the dark at this distance. The cargo cage appeared to be unlit, but as it sank out of sight amongst the buildings, Gwain caught the unmistakable flash of a dark lantern, briefly revealed.

“Goddess of the abyss,” muttered Silveo. “What have we here?”

Without another word, they crept towards the stable. As Gwain expected, it was locked, but Silveo dealt with that in short order. Inside, they found a hallway lined with stalls full of straw and crates. Silveo paused, tilting his head, sniffing. Shavier and grishnards did not have a keen sense of smell, but even Gwain noticed the strange odor in the stable—an odor he associated with tanneries. If the smell is strong to me, Silveo must be fairly gagging on it.

Silveo did seem momentarily distracted. He started towards one of the stalls, but seemed to change his mind at the last moment and continued towards the enclosed stable yard at the center. As they approached, Gwain heard low, male voices—cheerful, like people at work. They were talking softly, but not whispering. He heard a creak and a heavy thump.

Silveo crouched and Gwain pressed himself against the wall. From here, they could see the cargo cage, tethered to the ground in the center of the stable yard. Large, burly shelts were walking around it, moving boxes. The dark lantern sat nearby, partially uncovered.

Gwain inched closer, trying to get a better look. At a glance, his mind categorized the shelts as mountain grishnards. They were large and dark-haired. However... Gwain concentrated. And there! He got a clear glimpse of a long tail—spotted, with no tuft. Surely Ellia can’t have found so many large leopons to bring with him.

They were wrestling a series of long crates out of the cargo cage. The crates appeared to be exceedingly heavy. Teams of shelts were carrying them one-by-one into a hallway across the yard, where the crates were presumably stacked in stalls. Interesting. Gwain tried to think what might be in them. Weapons seemed like the obvious answer, but he wasn’t sure what kind of weapons would require such large, heavily reinforced crates.

When Gwain peered into the stall at his elbow, he caught a flash of metal among the straw. Brass?

“Silveo.” He spoke so softly that a faun or grishnard in Silveo’s place probably wouldn’t have heard. Silveo had crept halfway to the end of the hall, crouched in deep shadow near the floor. He had his hood up, so Gwain couldn’t tell whether his ears had moved in response to the whisper. He didn’t turn around.

Fine. Ignore me.

Gwain considered the stable box door, but the hinges seemed like too great a risk for noise. Moving slowly and carefully, he tested the low wall for creaking. When it made no sound, he hoisted himself up and over. He landed in deep straw and felt his way forward. Gwain’s hand brushed the metal surface he’d glimpsed from the hall, and he walked slowly around the object, exploring by touch. Smooth, curving... A large piece of pipe?

Feeling no wiser, Gwain moved around to the back of the stable box. The pipe would certainly have been heavy enough to account for the jagers’ struggles with the long crates. A number of these would also be heavy enough to account for... An overburdened airship?

But what is it? Gwain still had no idea. The pipe had been mounted on a wooden frame, which, he soon discovered, had wheels. Well, that would make it easier to move. Gwain found a small imperfection in the top of the pipe—a little hole. I’m sure all of this would be fascinating if I had any idea what it is. His eyes were beginning to adjust to the extreme gloom.

As he neared the back wall of the box, Gwain tripped over something hidden in the hay—something heavy and metallic, not connected to the pipe. He landed softly on hands and knees. However, as he turned, he saw a pile of what looked like metal balls the size of a child’s head. He’d disrupted one near the base, and now the one at the top was teetering.

No!

A terrible clattering sound filled the stall as the topmost ball clanged its way to the floor and landed with a thump among the hay. Another followed, and then another in a leisurely cascade. Gwain leapt to his feet, prepared to run, but at that moment, Silveo shot over the edge of the stall, glanced at the scene, and then vaulted over the metal pipe to land in Gwain’s arms. They hit the ground, cushioned by the fortuitous hay.

Gwain struggled to catch his breath. He thought, for one baffled moment, that Silveo was attacking him. Then Silveo kissed him. On the opposite side of the pipe, the metal balls continued their relentless thump to the ground. Voices shouted from the stable yard, and light burst over the edge of the box.

“There!” barked a voice. “There, they...are.”

Gwain squinted up into the light. He saw striped and spotted faces peering down into the stall. Silveo was lying on top of him, both of them rumpled and covered in hay. Gwain felt a breeze against his chest. Somehow, in the last two heartbeats, Silveo had gotten his shirt unbuttoned to the waist. They were both breathing quickly. Silveo’s kohl was smeared, and he’d shrugged out of his rain cloak, so that his gaudy party clothes flashed in the lantern light. In spite of their very real danger, Gwain could feel himself going pink around the ears.

Silveo gave an absurd giggle and muttered, “Oh dear, how embarrassing.”

Gwain tried to think of something to say, but all that came out was an incomprehensible stammer.

Silveo gave another nervous laugh and tried to roll off him. However, he’d managed to get his tail inside Gwain’s shirt, so that they tipped over in a graceless flop and struggled to extricate themselves. Well, that looked like something else.

Gwain staggered to his feet against the wall and made a quick investigation of his clothing. Did he really get my  trousers unfastened? Gods’ blood and scales, Silveo.

Four spotted faces were staring at them. Three had started to smirk, but the one who was obviously their leader still looked suspicious. “Who are you and what are you doing here?” He had an accent that Gwain could not fully identify, but it certainly came from somewhere in the interior of the Lawless Lands. Definitely jagers.

Silveo tittered and spoke in a desperate rush. “We came from the party!” He had lowered his fluffy tail almost into the dirt, and his ears hung at a placating angle. He looked somehow even smaller than usual and utterly harmless.

“I was just...entertaining the guests!” whined Silveo. “Like I was hired to do! You don’t have to look at me like that. Didn’t you know there was a party at the castle this evening?”

The leader still looked a little suspicious, but Gwain could see he was beginning to relax. Silveo did look exactly like the sort of person hired to “entertain” guests. The jager turned his attention to Gwain. “And who are you? I didn’t think any of the guests were fauns.”

Gwain took a deep breath, raised his head in spite of his burning face and said, with his best court accent, “Gwain Maijha, bastard son of King Leopaard Maijha, guest and friend of house Holovarus. You may have heard of me.”

Gwain could see that they hadn’t. Interesting. There was a moment of strained silence, while the lead jager measured them with his eyes.

“We just went for a walk in the gardens,” babbled Silveo. “And this stable seemed like a good place to...to... Well, it was unlocked!”

The lead jager turned slowly to one of his subordinates, who held up his hands. “Sir, it wasn’t! It wasn’t!”

“I’m sorry we knocked over your stuff!” Silveo waved a delicate hand towards the metal balls. “But surely...farming equipment...surely we haven’t broken anything. Please, sir, you are upsetting the guest.”

The jager didn’t look like he cared remotely whether he upset the guest. His eyes flicked between them one last time. Then he jerked his thumb towards the stable door. “Get out. And don’t entertain anyone else in here.”
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Chapter 30. Backup Plan
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“That was your backup plan?!” exploded Gwain the moment they were out of sight among the hedges.

Silveo didn’t answer for a moment. Gwain looked at him and realized that he was laughing too hard to speak.

“You might have said!”

Silveo responded with a strangled sob of mirth.

“You have ripped the buttons off my best shirt!” Gwain stopped walking, satisfied that they were far enough from the stable, and tried to make some sense of his clothing.

Silveo gulped in air. “Oh gods, I can’t breathe. The look on your face...”

“Why didn’t you tell me?!”

“Because it wouldn’t have been as convincing. Trust me, you were perfect.”

“Thanks,” snapped Gwain. He had finally located his neckcloth. It had fallen down the back of his shirt, into his  trousers, and halfway down one leg.

“You’ve got straw in your hair,” said Silveo.

Gwain pawed at his hair.

Silveo fished in his pocket and produced a clean handkerchief. “And my kohl all over your nose.”

Gwain groaned and took the handkerchief.

“Hey, I saved your feathered ass,” shot Silveo. “That’s worth a few buttons. I left my entire rain cloak behind, and I’m pretty sure these boots are ruined. Is that really your best shirt? Gods.”

“And now he insults my clothing,” said Gwain to no one in particular. He decided there was nothing to be done for his shirt and fastened his rain cloak up to his chin.

“First your  trousers, now your shirt,” said Silveo cheerfully. “Everyone wants to undress you this evening.”

Gwain started walking again. “We could have fought our way out.”

“Maybe. But we would have had to kill them, and I’m not sure we could have beaten that news off the island. Even as it is, I think we need to leave tonight. Those jagers will report what happened to someone who will recognize our descriptions—”

“They didn’t know my name,” interrupted Gwain. “That’s odd.”

Silveo nodded. “Didn’t know your name, didn’t recognize me, and they were speaking another language when I crept up on them. They’re jagers from the Inland Sea; I’d bet my ship on it. They joined Sarengail’s zeds in taking Maijha and its holdings. They probably reached out to the leopons as cousins and promised to let them keep Sern if they helped take the rest of the crescent. They wanted to get a foothold in the Small Kingdoms ahead of the news, so they used a captured airship to send troops and...and...” Silveo gave an exasperated flick of his tail.

Even you can’t figure out what it is, thought Gwain with a hint of smugness. Aloud, he said, “It’s got to be the weapon I heard about in the Lawless Lands. The weapon the pegasus were running from. Jager thunder.”

Silveo nodded. “There was a smell in that stable.”

“Sulfur,” agreed Gwain.

“Some kind of chemical compound that included sulfur for sure. I think it’s probably flammable.”

Gwain cocked his head. “Slick fire?” There were legends about this sticky chemical compound that supposedly set water alight. Gwain had never seen slick fire used on a large scale, and recipes he had investigated turned out to be disappointing. Still, he supposed the legends must come from somewhere.

“Maybe...” Silveo scratched his head. “Something that spouts slick fire?”

Gwain thought of the pipe. “That’s possible.”

“Anyway, as soon as those jagers tell their leopon friends about us, I think we’ll have problems,” said Silveo. “We need to be gone before then. I’m sure the Holovars won’t be happy about it, but I think I can convince them. I know Gerard was ready to leave the moment he saw Ellia.”

Gwain thought for a moment. “Chastain Malabar doesn’t like the leopons. He has probably never let them into his inner harbor before...”

Silveo nodded. “They’re using the grishnard conference as cover and an excuse to get leopon ships near the airship so that they can load them up with weapons.”

Gwain and Silveo were approaching the castle now, back among the sweetly scented gardens and soft lamp light. “You think Chastain knows?” asked Gwain. “Could he have struck a deal with the leopons?”

“Doubt it,” said Silveo.

“We should try to warn him.”

“Good luck with that.”

*  *  *  *
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GERARD’S MIND HAD WANDERED by the time Solomon Isidor finished his defense of genteel slavery. The conversation rambled on to favorite drinking stories, the merits of various ladies in the room, and highly embellished recounting of ship fights. If Philip were to be believed, he had led no fewer than a dozen boarding actions in the past yellow month, most of them culminating in solo swordfights with pirate captains. Gerard doubted very much that these “pirate captains” had been anything other than fisher folk.

Solomon, meanwhile, told them how he’d chased down a hunti ship under truly hazardous conditions. This, Gerard was more inclined to believe. Whatever his faults, Solomon knew how to handle a vessel.

Jaleel talked about some of his own experiences defending Holovarus from slavers over the summer. Mica Estrad had been sailing in a small pleasure boat in home waters, when a pair of pirates or refugee ships attempted to capture him. The chase, embellished or not, made a good story.

Gerard found that he was actually enjoying himself. He knew the waters of the Small Kingdoms well, and it was comforting to speak of these places to some of the only people who knew exactly what he was talking about. Even Philip seemed to forget Silveo’s insults and grew friendlier. The group fell to illustrating their nautical adventures with appetizers and smears of sauce on the table.

Solomon’s prawn was in grave danger of being boarded by a steamed dumpling, amid a perilous current of wine and coconut jelly, when a butler announced that Lord Malabar wished to address his guests. The music of the harpists ceased. Solomon looked like he wanted to finish his story, but everyone was drifting towards the center of the room, and the princes followed. Their host stood with his arms folded behind his back, waiting.

“Thank you all for attending this conference,” began Chastain Malabar. “I realize that this is a difficult time to be away from your shores and castles. However, I believe our troubles will get worse before they get better.” He waited as the last of the talking subsided, and the room grew completely still. “Chaos is threatening to overwhelm the Great Islands. It will overwhelm us, too, if we do not take appropriate measures, if we do not present a united fro—”

“Well, that isn’t going happen, so you might as well stop yapping about it,” came a surly voice from the fringe of the group.

Gerard looked around and spotted the elderly Lord Moonrest. “We have accepted the protection of Culowen Reza and his leopons.” Lord Moonrest’s beady eyes glared at Chastain. “Ship’s Bain, Whaleshaven, Bloodwater, and Clawscross will do the same. It’s easy for you to sit here in your inner harbor and talk about a united front. Those of us who don’t have an unassailable fortress will be paying the price while you’re safe behind your walls.”

Well, that was a short-lived unity, thought Gerard.

Lord Malabar looked grim, but not surprised. “I am sorry to hear you say so, my lord. I urge you to consider all positions this evening, but make no final decisions until tomorrow. Listen to everyone. Then go back to your ship, discuss what you have heard with your counselors, and have a night’s sleep. Make your decision in the morning. I realize that we must all do what is best for our own islands. If the leopons can prevent you from ending up like Peribor, Silversand, and Beacon Bay, I’ll thank them for it.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Gerard saw Solomon shake his head. These were the smallest of the Small Kingdoms, and the least important. Gerard glanced at the leopons to see how they were responding. Two of them were standing beside Lord Moonrest. Another was muttering to Lady Bloodwater.

Gerard blinked. Where is Ellia?
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Chapter 31. Exit
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Sick fear washed over Gerard, and for a moment he struggled to breathe. Stay calm. He’s probably just behind someone. The crowd had closed up as they tried to hear Lord Malabar. Gerard could no longer count the people in the room. He backed out of the group of princes and began sidling through the edges, scanning faces, all the while mentally berating himself. You had one job, Gerard. Keep an eye on Ellia. And what were you doing? Watching Solomon push dumplings around in wine!

“Some of us don’t need leopons to do our fighting for us,” purred Lord Isidor from further away in the crowd. “For those who are only worried about refugees, my advisors and I have a potential solution.”

“I’ve heard it,” said Lord Moonrest. “I’m not convinced. The refugees could soon outnumber my local population. Better to let the leopons take them back to Sern. That’s where most of them came from anyway. Let them return...in chains if necessary.”

When did I last see Ellia? Before Mica Estrad’s story or after? Gerard had been glancing at his enemy periodically throughout the evening, but now all those glances ran together.

“A sponsorship program has great potential,” rumbled Lord Estrad. “And I believe it would appeal to our gods. They have been in favor of closing the ports, but this compromise might suit everyone.”

“All ports officially closed for the winter,” said Lord Malabar, “but an application for sponsorship could be available for refugees who meet certain requirements. They would have to anchor outside our harbors and make their request. The more parasitic invaders would be treated as pirates. I believe this is a compromise that many of us could live with and one that will please the gods. A steady stream of sacrifices always makes them more amenable. I know ours have enjoyed a number of pirates this year.”

Murmurs of assent rippled through the crowd. The smallest kingdoms might be willing to cede their autonomy for leopon protection, but it sounded like Lord Malabar would get his united front from the larger kingdoms.

Gerard was having difficulty navigating the knot of shelts around Lord Moonrest. He still couldn’t see some of them, and he couldn’t elbow them aside without making a scene. Shouldn’t Silveo and Gwain have been back by now?

“So you’ll make the refugees beg to be your slaves?” Gerard recognized the voice of Lady Azure—small in the big room. He paused in spite of himself to see how Lord Malabar would respond.

There was a moment while the king looked for her. “That is a strange position, my lady, considering your decision to let the leopons have them.”

“Oh, we’re not letting the leopons have anything,” she said with a smile. “Azure Bay is an independent kingdom.”

An irritated murmur ran around the room. Lord Malabar peered at her. He’d obviously assumed that Azure Bay would stand with the rest of the tiniest kingdoms. “Well...my lady must do what she thinks best for her island.” He spoke without much interest.

Gerard remembered what Lazaran had said earlier. “An ally who might think that we matter.”

Lord Ashland began a ponderous and painfully polite speech on the merits of a “sponsorship program” and the great wisdom of Lord Malabar in bringing them together to discuss it. Gerard had been all around the edges of the crowd now, peering over heads and around ladies’ hats. He was all-but-certain that Ellia was no longer present. He felt ill. Memories of Ellia’s ambush of their party in the basement of the Swordfish kept leaping before his mind’s eye. Ellia’s words: “We’ve got a score to settle.”

“Gerard!” The faint voice in his head brought him up short.

“Silveo, where are you?”

“Just coming in. Listen, we need to leave.”

Gerard spun around. With immense relief, he saw Silveo and Gwain coming through the main door of the ballroom. He frowned as they got closer. “What have you been doing?” Silveo was wearing his pegasus skin cape, which looked as usual, but he’d taken off his boots, and the hems of his  trousers looked muddy. He’d also wiped off all his kohl. Gwain was wearing his gray woolen rain cloak, buttoned up to his chin. His pale blue braid looked disheveled.

“Tell you later,” said Silveo. “Right now, we need to leave.”

“What’s going on?” whispered Gwain, who couldn’t hear them and seemed curious about the cluster of grishnards.

Gerard rolled his eyes. “Malabar’s contingent has decided that some of the refugees can stay if they become grishnard property.”

Gwain’s eyes widened. “He’s...what?” He spoke too loudly, and a couple of people at the back of the crowd looked over their shoulders.

“Yes,” whispered Gerard. “It sounds like ocelons and foxlings are about to join fauns as slave species in the Small Kingdoms. Only, the kings are calling it ‘sponsorship.’”

Silveo’s lip curled. “Why am I not surprised? What about the grishnard refugees?”

“I don’t know,” muttered Gerard. “Why do you say we need to leave?”

“Because we visited the airship,” said Silveo in his head, “and found jagers unloading some strange cargo. I think they’re probably taking it aboard the leopon ships. They didn’t recognize us, and we got away, but someone is bound to recognize our descriptions eventually.”

Gerard glared at him. “You said you were only taking Gwain to change clothes.”

“Yes, you can be angry later, but now we need to leave.”

Relief, anger, and foreboding washed through Gerard in equal measures. “Silveo, Ellia disappeared at some point in the last eighth watch. Do you have any idea what I—?”

“Ellia disappeared?” murmured Silveo so that Gwain could hear. “Oh, that’s interesting.”

Gerard tried to get a grip on his nerves. “Leaving sounds like a fantastic idea. Let me see whether I can get Father’s attention.”

Gerard had noticed him earlier standing near Lord Ashland, Lord Scorp, and Lord Isidor. Mishael’s expression was stony, but Gerard knew him well enough to recognize frustration. He’s feeling a lot of pressure to bend to Malabar’s plans. Will he? Mishael had always done what he thought best for Holovarus, no matter the personal cost. I should never have visited, Gerard told himself for the hundredth time.

As he edged his way gently forward, Gerard tried to think of how to frame his request. By the time he reached his father’s elbow, Lord Estrad had finished talking, and the Lord of Narwhal Bay had begun pontificating on the opposite side of the room. Gerard rested a hand on his father’s arm, got his attention, and then leaned close to his ear. “Father, I’m afraid that Silveo and I must leave. The leopons have threatened us.”

Mishael cocked his head as though he wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. He turned to look at Gerard. “They what?”

“The leopons have threatened to kill us,” murmured Gerard. “There’s bad blood between us and Ellia Reza. I didn’t know he would be here or I wouldn’t have come. We’d like to leave without making a scene. Perhaps take one of the griffins back to Holovarus tonight.”

Mishael looked ready to explode. “They threatened you? Here? This isn’t their castle; they were barely invited!”

“Nevertheless, I do not think Lord Malabar plans to intervene,” said Gerard. “His servants saw the exchange, and no one said anything. Silveo and I will just leave.”

Mishael Holovar let out a long breath. “We’ll all leave,” he said at last. “I’ve heard what I needed to hear. Tomorrow will be a long, tedious day of the same.”

Gerard breathed a little easier. He could tell that Mishael was seething at the idea of his family being threatened by leopon thugs in the heart of a neighboring king’s castle. Gerard felt a little guilty for his slight misrepresentation of the situation. But only a little. Father is right. He has already heard what his neighbors have to say and probably already made his own decision.

Mishael backed discreetly out of the group to thread his way through the fringes of the crowd towards the door. Jaleel was watching them with a puzzled expression from the far side of the circle. Gerard gave a jerk of his head, and his brother followed them. Silveo and Gwain had come up behind Gerard, and all of them turned to follow Mishael.

About halfway to the door, Gerard heard Lord Malabar interrupt Lord Narwhal’s discourse on the dangers of intermarriage with outsiders. “My lord, a moment,” said Malabar, and then, more loudly, “Shall we pause for refreshment? Lord Holovar, I hope you’ll rejoin us shortly.”

Mishael stopped. After an infinitesimal pause, he turned. “I’m afraid not, my lord.”

The collected royalty of the Small Kingdoms stared back at him—some with curiosity, most with indifference or even impatience. “I have heard your various points of discourse, and I will consider them with my advisors at home. We will be in contact.”

The small crowd had opened so that Lord Malabar could see the Holovars better. Chastain appeared both puzzled and annoyed. Gerard thought he was trying to decide whether he was being intentionally snubbed. Lord Holovar turned again to leave.

“Well, don’t forget to send my slaves back,” boomed Lord Malabar behind him. “I’ll expect them by the next yellow moon, Mishael.”

Jaleel gave a low hiss, and even Silveo’s eyes opened wide. The use of Lord Holovar’s given name, especially before such a company, was as insulting as a slap. The casual command to return the slaves sounded like orders to a subordinate. Gerard glanced back at the kings and queens. He caught several smirks before they turned away. Why don’t you say what you really think of us?

Mishael had stopped walking again, his jaw rigid.

But what can he do? Argue with Chastain in his own castle before all these people? Like a fishmonger haggling on a pier?

For a moment, Gerard thought his father would swallow the insult and leave the room. Then Mishael spun around. “I’m sorry, my lord, but that will not be possible.”

Malabar, who’d already turned to say something else to Lord Narwhal, glanced back at them. “Oh? You cannot return my slaves? I have the paperwork—”

“No, I cannot,” interrupted Mishael, “because I am abolishing slavery on Holovarus. There will be no more slaves of any kind.” He drew a quick breath and continued into the stunned silence, “I’m afraid I will not be able to devote resources to returning anyone else’s runaway slaves, either. I’m sure you all understand that a king may have more important matters to attend to in these troubled times. Good evening to you all.” He turned as Chastain began to sputter and marched out the door.
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Chapter 32. Good Riddance
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“That was the best thing I have ever heard in my life,” said Silveo as they walked quickly down the castle hill with their hurriedly assembled guards and servants. “Did you see their faces? The entire room—!”

“Yes, we saw them,” interrupted Jaleel. Gerard could tell that he was teetering between admiration and anxiety.

Gerard had never been prouder of his father, but he understood Jaleel’s concern. Mishael had just potentially insulted and alienated every other island in the Small Kingdoms. Gwain had a huge grin on his face, but he was keeping sensibly quiet. Mishael himself hadn’t said a word, except to call for their entourage.

When they reached the ship, Gerard busied himself with the tasks of an unexpectedly early departure, and he sent a griffin ahead to find a local pilot for the sandbar. At least the tide isn’t at its ebb. I don’t think even the best pilot could get the Fang out at the lowest tide.

Gerard kept glancing up at the beautiful castle amid its gardens and the dark airship hanging in the sky overhead. He half-expected to be stopped at any moment—Malabar’s soldiers sent to detain them, leopons boarding in small boats, jagers from the airship. Ellia’s words kept rattling around in his mind. “We’ve got a score to settle.”

Gerard was relieved when the local pilot arrived as requested. Nevertheless, he expected trouble right up until the moment when they finally cleared the sandbar and glided out of Malabar’s inner harbor. It was well past midnight by then. The rain had stopped, and red moon shone down through fitful clouds.

Gerard stared back from the quarterdeck of the Fang at Malabar’s peaks receding into the distance. His father and Jaleel had already lain down to rest in one of the cabins, and Gwain was asleep in another. Gerard could feel his own exhaustion asserting itself as his tightly strung nerves uncoiled. Silveo yawned at his elbow. “Good-bye and good riddance,” he said to the island.
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Chapter 33. The Dream Again
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Gerard paced the temple steps. He felt anxious and frustrated. I’m not going in! I’m not! Even in the light of noon, shadows lay deep around the entrance. Gerard could discern nothing beyond the doorway. You can’t make me go in!

A rush of air, and he turned to see a golden griffin swooping down to land on the steps two paces away. Gerard knew that curve of beak, that well-groomed, elegant build, that velvet tread. He knew he should draw his sword, but he couldn’t. Not again. I can’t do it again.

The griffin didn’t say anything, just watched him.

Finally, Gerard spoke, “I know I’m dreaming.”

The griffin cocked his head. “Then what are you waiting for?”

Gerard glanced at the temple entrance. He didn’t know how to respond.

“I was still your griffin. At the end.”

Gerard wiped hard at his face. “You killed my friend.”

“You got him back, though,” said Alsair. “Not me. You wouldn’t have wanted me back.”

Gerard took a step towards him. “That is not true. That is—not—true!”

The griffin danced away. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it was me who didn’t want to come back to you.”

Gerard forced himself not to lunge forward again. He could feel the tears warm on his face. He reached out a hand. “Please come here, Alsair. Please.”

But the griffin stayed a pace away. He smiled sadly. “It was you or me, Gerard. I’m not sorry that I’m the one who died.”

“It didn’t have to be that way,” whispered Gerard. “We could have all flown out alive.”

“You’re just distracting yourself,” said Alsair, “from what you have to do.” He looked at the temple entrance.

Gerard clenched his fists. “No!” he shouted. And woke up.

Gerard sat straight up in the big, high-sided bed in the captain’s cabin, breathing hard. There was a faint glow in the room, and he looked around to see Silveo standing in the doorway, holding a ship’s lantern. The seas had gotten heavier, and the cabin was rolling steadily. The lantern threw shifting shadows across the walls, over the map table, pictures, and locked bookcases.

“Gerard,” began Silveo, “I was just coming to get you.”

Gerard ran a hand over his face. “Sorry, sorry. I...” Already, the details of the nightmare were fading. He shook his head. “Is there trouble? Reefs? Squalls?”

“Nothing like that,” said Silveo, but Gerard thought he sounded worried. Lightning lit the cabin through cracks around the storm shutters. Gerard saw that Silveo was dressed in ship’s woolens. His legs and tail were soaked, and Gerard glimpsed a dripping raincoat through the open door to the outer office.

He scrambled out of bed, gripping the edge for balance. “How long have I been asleep? When did the storm start?”

“You’ve been out for probably half a watch,” said Silveo, handing him  trousers and shirt. “Jaleel woke me not long ago. The storm isn’t the problem. Just get dressed and come on deck.”

Half a watch, thought Gerard. That means we’re about halfway home unless the weather is entirely against us.

It was not. As he came on deck in his raincoat and hat, he found that they were moving through heavy seas, but with a reasonably favorable wind. The Fang’s spread of canvas bordered on foolhardy. She tore over the waves, rainwater and ocean spray pouring from her scuppers. Nearly all of the prime sailors they’d brought with them seemed to be on deck or in the rigging—perhaps more than were truly needed to sail the ship. Gerard sensed that they were uneasy, although he still could not see why.

As he came up the stairs to the quarterdeck, he was not surprised to see the royal pilot from Holovarus along with Jaleel, both focused on something astern. Three ships. Gerard studied them through the driving rain. Large. Maybe even as large as the Fang.

He and Silveo joined the group at the railing. “When did they turn up?”

The pilot glanced at Gerard, his weather-beaten face creased with worry. “I spotted them shortly after everyone went to bed. I thought maybe one of the other kings might have decided to leave early, too. But they stayed right behind us. As the wind and rain picked up, they picked up their pace. I put on more sail just to see how they’d respond. They’ve matched us all the way, and now they’re gaining.”

No one spoke for a moment.

“They look to me like the leopon ships,” said Jaleel at last. “There aren’t a lot of other ships of that size in the Small Kingdoms.”

“Whoever they are, they’d like to close with us,” said Silveo, “and I don’t think they want to share appetizers and drinks.”

“We’ve got excellent marines,” offered Jaleel, “and a dozen war griffins.”

Gerard shook his head. “Against three ships? No.” He looked to the west. The spike of Holovarus should be visible by now, even in the rain. He caught it in a flash of lightning. “We can outrun them. They won’t dare to follow us into our own harbor, and if they do, we could destroy them.”

Jaleel looked uneasy. “I’ve been watching for a while, Gerard. They are gaining on us, and I don’t think we can safely spread any more canvas. Silveo already ordered our fresh water over the side.”

Gerard turned to the ship with a critical eye. “She could be trimmed a bit better. She can carry more sail if we set up some light hawsers to the masts. Silveo, what do you think?”

Silveo’s silence was beginning to bother Gerard. He’d sailed the Fang for more than a decade, and he knew her as no one else did. Gerard would have expected him to have an opinion. Silveo was still gazing at the distant ships. Finally, he said, “Gerard, your eyes are better than mine. Can you see something odd on the deck of the nearest? Something metal?”

Gerard felt impatient to begin trimming the sails, but he focused on the distant deck and waited for a flash of lightning. When it came, he did see something, but he couldn’t name it—an impression of gleaming brass. Silveo nodded. He turned from the railing with a forced smile. “Light hawsers, yes. And then she might even bear stunsails. I think the rain is slackening. Let’s get to work.”
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Chapter 34. So Close
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Soon all the adjustments had been made to coax a little more speed out of the Fang. Silveo had been right about the rain. It diminished steadily until they could see the hint of dawn along the eastern horizon. The waves continued high, but manageable, and the Fang raced over them towards the looming cliffs of Holovarus, now only a quarter watch away.

Still, the leopon ships came on. They’d been positively identified now by the ship’s griffins and lookouts in the crosstrees. Jaleel had been aboard one of the ships that summer, and what he said did not ease Gerard’s mind. “They’re very new—fresh off the dockyards in northern Sern. They’ve got copper bottoms.”

Silveo grimaced when he heard that. “Well, we’ve got a dirty bottom, and I’m afraid it shows. Gerard wanted to careen her this summer, and I didn’t think it was safe. Probably should have tried.”

The Fang’s previous admiral had been Lyali Nern, who was actually the wyvern Hoepali, posing as a grishnard. He’d been a vicious, stupid admiral, with little understanding of ships or their needs. Gerard had no idea when Lyali had last careened the Fang or even hired a team of cowry catchers to scrape her hull. At a guess, Gerard would have said, “Never.”

Gerard suspected that the last time the Fang had been careened or scraped had been more than three years ago, under Silveo’s supervision as admiral of the Temple Sea Watch. The leopon ships might look like an even match for the Fang above the waterline, but, beneath it, the Fang was dragging crustaceans and seaweed. She certainly didn’t have a copper bottom—the newest innovation in clean hulls.

Lord Holovar came on deck, nodded approval at the light hawsers, and went below again. His only comment was to ask whether a griffin had been sent to speak with the leopons. Gerard told him no and that he strongly suspected such an envoy would be met with arrows. “I know Jaleel thinks this will end in a boarding action, but I am personally confident that we can outrun them, Father, at least as far as Holovarus.”

Mishael smiled grimly. “Just as well I brought my sword.”

Gwain came on deck and had a muttered conversation with Silveo at the rail. “Do you think they’re chasing us because of what we saw in the stable?”

Silveo snorted. “I don’t think Ellia needs an excuse to chase us.”

“Do you think they’re carrying the new weapons?”

“At least one,” said Silveo. “Let’s hope they don’t know how to use it yet.”

Gerard wished privately that Gwain and Silveo had stayed out of the ill-fated stable, but there was nothing to be gained from arguing about it now. If Gerard were being completely honest, Lord Holovar’s speech about the slaves probably had more to do with Ellia’s newfound boldness than anything else. Ellia will think that we’ve insulted our allies and that no one will come to our rescue...and he’s probably right.

Gerard could see the familiar shadow of Holovarus’s coastline in the first rays of dawn. The leopon ships were catching up.

Gerard considered sending a griffin ahead to ask the Nightingale and the Defiance to come out and join them—deal with Ellia once and for all, yardarm to yardarm. But that will get some of our people killed and damage our ships, even if we win. We’ll never sail for the Sunkissed Isles before winter.

A tiny voice in the back of his mind whispered that their plans for the Sunkissed Isles were already in ruins, but he dismissed it. We’ve been on Holovarus for a few days longer than expected, that’s all. We can careen the Fang this winter...far away from leopons and conniving kings. For now, we just have to reach Holovarus Bay.

The island loomed ever closer. Gerard’s sharp grishnard eyes could make out the distant smudge of the castle now. However, he could also make out the stripes and spots of sailors on the leopon decks. The metal object that had interested Silveo was also visible in the bow of the foremost ship. It looked like a short, thick piece of aqueduct pipe. Silveo had told him quietly that it might be designed to spout slick fire. But they’ll never get close enough.

Gerard was a little amazed that the leopons hadn’t given up the chase yet. Their ships showed no signs of slackening. They’d set as many stunsails as the Fang.

Will they really follow us into Holovarus Bay? Gerard almost hoped they would. No difficult decisions then. He liked melee fighting, and he was good at it. The doubts that plagued him regarding his decisions on land never troubled him on a blood-slick deck. He would be sorry later at the loss of life and the damage to the ships. However, he would not be sorry to come face-to-face with Ellia in a real swordfight.

Silveo, of course, had entirely the wrong build for melee fighting. In the past, he’d employed shelts like Gerard as meat shields. Silveo paced now before the rail, occasionally muttering under his breath. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her move this fast!” he shouted over the creak of the hull, the crash of waves, and the hum of rigging.

“It’s wonderful speed!” agreed Gerard. “Do you think we’ll make it?”

“I think so! I wasn’t sure a quarter watch ago, but—”

A sharp crack cut him off. Gerard thought for a moment that a sail had parted or—gods forbid—a backstay. He looked around, but saw nothing. The ship raced on with no diminution in speed or rhythm. Sailors were looking around with the same confused expressions as Gerard. Silveo had gone rigid at the rail.

An instant later, the noise came again, this time accompanied by a splash off to their left. “Oh, gods,” whispered Silveo. “The metal balls...”

Gerard followed his gaze towards the leopons of the foremost ship. He saw that several of them were now clustered around the brass pipe. As he watched, there was another crash and a puff of smoke. A plume of water erupted to their right. The sailors in the rigging had finally figured out where the noises were coming from. Gerard could hear them calling to one another in astonishment.

“They’re throwing things at us!” he heard someone say. “Like a trebuchet!”

The crashes and splashes continued, though without striking anything. After a period of fearful muttering, the crew of the Fang began to relax, and the shouting became more animated.

“Cowards!”

“Afraid of a real fight, Spots?”

They were so close to the leopon ships now that their jeers probably carried to the enemy decks. The crack came again. This time, when the smoke cleared, one of the leopons seemed to have hurt himself, much to the delight of the Fang’s crew. The leopon hopped about on one foot with obvious signs of agony and was half-carried away by comrades.

“Can’t even work their own puny trebuchet!”

“Be careful of your sword, Spots! I hear one end is sharp!”

“Don’t worry; you have extra toes!”

“Silence fore and aft!” barked Silveo, who could project surprisingly well for such a small person.

At that moment, the strange weapon cracked again, and this time the projectile screamed through the rigging, narrowly missing a grishnard sailor on a yardarm, and cutting up lines. All jeering ceased, and sailors scrambled to repair the damaged rigging.

Gerard turned to Silveo, whose pale face had gone even paler. “We should send griffins over there,” said Gerard. “Right now—attack that thing.” He’d already considered and discarded the idea of evasive maneuvers. They couldn’t afford to lose any ground. Gerard glanced again towards Holovarus—clear in the dawn light, tantalizingly close.

Crack!

This time, he hardly registered the noise before he felt a jolt run through the ship. Suddenly, they were slewing sideways, falling off the wind, and Gerard knew with sick certainty what had happened. They got our rudder.

A cheer went up from the leopon ships, carried easily to the Fang. Gerard saw fighters pour up from the enemy holds, lining the decks, preparing to board—big shelts the size of mountain grishnards, bristling with flashing weapons. Jagers?

He looked at Silveo, pale as death in the wan morning light. He looked at Holovarus. So close. So absurdly close! His father’s pilot was delivering the grim news in a voice that shook. “I can’t steer, sir. I...I can’t...”

They were wallowing in the swells, helpless. The crew were furling sails as fast they could reach them to prevent the ship from capsizing. Gerard knew that everyone was waiting for an order from Silveo or himself. He knew they were expecting to hear, “Boarding stations!” But that would be suicide.

It seemed like an eternity, but it could not have been more than heartbeats before Jaleel came bounding up the steps with Mishael behind him. “Gerard,” began Jaleel. “We need to leave. Right now.”

Gerard stared at him.

“We can make Holovarus on griffin-back,” said his father in a voice that was low, but decisive. “There are enough griffins to take the royal party and your officers. I believe there are enough small boats for the crew and marines. I cannot force you and your people to come with us, but I...” He faltered. “I am asking you.” Gerard wasn’t sure what his face looked like, but his father took a quick breath and said softly. “Begging you. Please, Gerard.”

Abandon my ship, Father? But you’re the one who taught me about honor.

Silveo had him by the hand, drawing him relentlessly down the steps to the main deck, staggering on the wallowing swells. Silveo said something to the bosun. Then there was a lot of shouting, a lot of running. No time to think, just heaving and lifting, struggling to launch all the small boats at once. Like a fire, thought Gerard numbly. Our ship is on fire.

He jerked away when one of the griffins crouched in front of him. “The Meerkat,” he spat. “I won’t go any other way.”

“I told them you’d say that,” said Silveo at his elbow. “She’s already alongside with people in her. Come on.”

“Where’s Gwain?”

“Already gone on a griffin.”

“My sword—”

“I’ve got it,” barked Silveo, his voice rough with shouting. “Come on!”

And then Gerard was stepping over the side, into his own little sailboat. Hands pushed him onto a tightly packed bench, and the Meerkat dropped hard and fast into the water. Gerard thought he should take the tiller. It seemed strange not to be at the tiller of his own sailboat, but reaching it through the tightly packed people seemed impossible. Anxious hands hoisted the little sail, and she skimmed away over the rolling waves, followed by other small boats without sails, rowing like mad. The griffins were already stretching ahead of them, bearing their riders to home and safety.

Gerard stared up at the Fang’s bronze wyvern figurehead, gleaming in the dawn. He noticed all the details of her red and gold paintwork, Silveo’s vain delight. The first of the leopon ships was already throwing grappling hooks onto the Fang’s deck. Gerard knew that the next moments would be critical. If the leopons chose to pursue the small boats at the expense of securing the Fang, her escaping crew could easily be overtaken. He should be calculating their speed and the distance to Holovarus. He should be worried. But he felt numb.

Gerard was conscious of Silveo huddled beside him on the bench. He’d lost his hat somewhere, and his pale hair had been drenched in sea spray. He was staring back at the Fang with a perfectly blank expression, his knuckles white around the gunnel.

She was yours for a decade before I ever knew her. Indeed, the Fang had been Silveo’s first real home. When Gerard met him three years ago, he’d been famous for never sleeping ashore.

Leopons—jagers?—were swarming over the ship now, and it was becoming apparent that they meant to tow her—with two ships, by the look of it. The third leopon ship came on towards the small boats.

Gerard still couldn’t bring himself to care. He reached out and put his large hand over Silveo’s small one. “We’ll get her back.”

Silveo glanced at him and gave a brief, cadaverous smile. “I’ve lost worse things.”

“We’ll get her back,” repeated Gerard.

Silveo nodded, but he’d already returned his attention to the Fang. He watched his ship as the leopons brought her about, furling the remaining sails. Her figurehead winked out of sight, and her damaged rudder came into view. Gerard was certain that he glimpsed Ellia on the quarterdeck, waving. He hoped that Silveo couldn’t see him.

The Fang and the Meerkat were drawing apart rapidly now. Gerard felt certain that the moisture on Silveo’s cheeks was more than sea foam. You came here for me...because I asked...even though you were afraid...even though you didn’t want to...and now...our home...

Gerard heard a sniffle and realized that half the boat was weeping. Many of them had sailed in the Fang for as long as Silveo had, some longer. Gerard thought he heard a distant ship’s bell. He definitely heard breakers. Glancing around, he saw the harbor mouth dead ahead. Better still, he saw a company of griffins tearing through the sky from the castle. A moment later, they were on the pursuing leopon ship—flashing among the sails and rigging, leaving trails of destruction. The ship responded with a hail of arrows. Gerard saw a brief scuffle on deck.

Then the griffins broke away, several of them limping, and the leopon ship turned back. We got away...without a single casualty. But nobody cheered. The griffins did not attempt to pursue the fleeing leopons or to go after the two ships that were towing the captured Fang. Gerard had to agree that this would have been foolish.

Nevertheless, he felt the last traces of hope crumble as the griffins soared back overhead towards the castle. He sat in the bow of the Meerkat, feeling cold and wet and empty, watching with Silveo as the Fang disappeared over the horizon.




Part II
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Chapter 1. The Honeytail
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Three yellow months after Gerard and Silveo lost their ship to Ellia Reza, Silas Ackleby stood on the deck of his light-gas dinghy, watching as the tethering cable unspooled beneath her. The little boat, with its small internal air bladders hidden beneath a double deck, rose gently from the Anemone, then more quickly as the wind caught her wing—a type of kite-sail used sometimes on airships. She reached the end of her tethering line with a sharp tug that made Silas stagger. She hung there, slightly higher than the Anemone’s mainmast, taut against her tether, but already unstable.

Silas hurried to turn the crank for the retractable keel. It was an ugly metal fin with nothing like a keelhead figure, but it did keep the sailboat upright. Silas was proud of the keel. He’d designed the mechanism himself and installed it over a yellow month. The keel was almost as tall as the dinghy’s new mast and would have made the little boat difficult to stow aboard a waterborne ship, except that it tucked up into the dinghy’s belly when at rest.

Small light-gas boats were not ordinarily designed for complex maneuvers. They were lifeboats, meant to float gently from a stricken airship. Well-handled, they might skim along for some distance before coming to rest in the water, but they were gliders, not flyers.

On the whole, the islands of Wefrivain didn’t have much use for small flying craft, as pegasus and griffins were readily available. A small flying sailboat might be possible in theory, but who would want one?

Silas did. He’d torn out her lead bottom, gotten rid of her cumbersome parachute, installed a real mast, and experimented with various arrangements of sails and kites. Percival, Layjen, and the crew of the Anemone had been very patient with all this, considering they had limited stores and no certain prospects for resupply in the near future. Fortunately, materials for the tiny sailboat were mostly scrap to a ship the size of the Anemone. At least, that’s what they told Silas whenever he asked whether he might use another bit of wood or sailcloth. He’d caught a few meaningful looks between the crew and an annoyingly gentle attitude from Layjen, almost as if they felt sorry for him...as though working on the little sailboat might in any way make up for the loss of the Scarlet Albatross or ease his longing for the tranquility of poppy.

Silas tried to ignore those looks. The thought of their pity made him want to go into his cabin and never come out. It wasn’t true, in any case. Nothing could replace the Albatross. Silas had felt some part of himself wink out as she dropped beneath the waves. As for poppy...there were still days when the restlessness, nausea, and headache made it impossible to focus on anything.

Silas did his best to hide these symptoms when he visited Percy. Percy had his own problems. He occasionally walked about the ship now, looking pitiful and wraith-like with his empty sleeve. He’d learned to play cards with one hand—mostly, Silas suspected, in order to have something that they could do together without talking. They’d hit upon a game that employed almost pure luck. Even Silas’s preternatural card-counting skills availed him little, and so they both won about half the time. They played the game watch after watch some days, with Percy smoking poppy to ease the pain in his phantom limb, and Silas silently enjoying the second-hand smoke.

Anaroo clearly disapproved, although Silas assured her that the effects were thoroughly muted. She was pleased by his interest in the dinghy, however. She helped him in the early, tedious stages of remodeling. Anaroo was a respectable sailor, but her knowledge of airships was limited. When it came to the dangerous business of testing the dinghy in winter rain and winds, Silas wanted Gus. They had capsized the little boat twice while working on the keel high in the air. On both occasions, they’d managed to grab onto the mast or benches and had been hauled back aboard the Anemone still clinging to the tiny airship.

When the keel was functional, Silas wanted to take the dinghy for a solo flight. However, winter weather had intervened, and there’d been day after day of heavy rain and wind. The little airship lay battened to the deck, and Silas could only stare at it longingly.

When at last the weather cleared, the Anemone was closing in on Holovarus. There’d been ominous reports of unrest among the Small Kingdoms, with some islands treating all refugees as pirates. Anaroo, Gus, and Percy all rose up against Silas in the matter of the dinghy. It wasn’t until they made port in Holovarus and received permission to moor the Anemone to a buoy in the mouth of the harbor that Silas got another chance with his floating sailboat. That first morning in port dawned cold and windy, but delightfully clear.

Silas spoke with Percy and Layjen over breakfast and received their blessing. Gus was watching him with an uncertain expression. “You know Anaroo went back over to the Defiance this morning?”

“Yes, I know,” said Silas as he gulped his coffee. Should I oil the springs on the rudder again? Yes, I think I should.

“Did she not ask you to come with her?”

“Yes, of course.” Silas attempted to finish an entire egg in two bites.

“Well...?”

He chewed, took another gulp of coffee, and hoped the conversation would move on, but they were all looking at him. Silas felt his tail lash behind his chair. “They’re her friends, not mine.”

“Yes, but...” Gus seemed lost for words.

“You should go over there,” began Percy.

Silas stood up. “I’ll think about it. Right now, I’ve got a small boat to launch. Excuse me.” He could feel their stares on his back as he left the room.

Silas was almost able to forget them as he watched the tethering line unspool and then felt the solid click as the keel locked into place. He enjoyed the little sailboat more each time he took her up—learned more of what she liked, what arrangement of sails and wing kept her most steady. Of course, she still had no ballonets. If her first flight ended in the water, he supposed she would have to be hauled back aboard by hand. However, he knew she was seaworthy, and besides, he thought he could keep her aloft.

Silas adjusted the sails, wing, and rudder flaps. The tension on the tethering line eased. At last, Silas held his breath and let it fall. The little airship hung for a moment, perfectly stable in the air above the Anemone, before drifting gently upwards in a gust of wind.

Silas grinned as he scrambled to adjust the sails and rudder. A glider no more! She’s a flyer. Now she just needs a name. The little boat was far from the most stable flier he’d ever piloted, however, and he let her drift higher to give himself more room to maneuver. As they rose over the bay, Silas definitely did not look at the Defiance—no mean feat, as she was one of the largest ships in the harbor. He definitely did not check to see whether Anaroo was visible on deck. He left his telescope in his pant-leg pocket.

Her friends, not mine. He could not name the feeling that had come over him when she’d swarmed down from the crosstrees yesterday, effervescent with excitement at the unexpected gift of her ship. He was fairly certain he’d been civil, had congratulated her, certainly had not tried to stop her from jumping into a small boat and rowing over there. He’d been half-surprised that she’d returned that evening, full of stories of the Defiance’s adventures. She seemed to have bumped into any number of old friends—not just Gwain Maijha, but others, including zeds from her tribe. She was gone again at first light.

She said she would stay, but that was before... Silas shook his head. Stay where? I don’t have a ship. Those words still made his throat close up. He tried to imagine himself as a sailor aboard a waterborne vessel—someone else’s ship. He was perfectly capable, but the images fell to pieces in his mind—an impossible, gray future devoid of airships.

I don’t have a ship, but I do have a little sailboat.

A little sailboat that won’t fly forever, whispered a voice in the back of his mind, but Silas pushed it away. He’d skirted the harbor, and the Defiance was no longer annoyingly present in his line of sight. He pulled out his telescope and examined the busy little town around the docks. He saw Holovarus castle and its outbuildings on the hill above town. He also saw a considerable number of earthworks and archers’ towers around the castle and along the coast. News travels fast. Unfortunately, I don’t think those towers will be a match for jager guns.

Holovarus Bay dropped astern as Silas followed the coastal cliffs of the island. He was impressed by the number of watchtowers he passed. He wondered what the shelts inside made of him. One rider-less griffin came out and circled his boat. Silas had a moment of anxiety, but the griffin seemed satisfied that he was not dangerous and only asked what ship he’d come from. Silas called his answer, and the griffin shot back towards the tower.

The town around the bay seemed to be the island’s only large settlement. Silas passed small fishing villages, cottages, and farms, but nothing extensive. The ocean below glistened in dazzling shades of blue and aquamarine, thick with coral. Further out, waves broke across white sandbars. Well, at least Holovarus will see the jagers coming. Apart from the harbor, I don’t see any place to bring in a large ship. Jagers will have to row in with small boats, and those don’t hold guns.

This impression was only reinforced as he sailed around the back side of the island. Approach here would be exceedingly difficult, with soaring wooded cliffs and waves crashing among sharp rocks far below. Silas did notice the dark blue of deep water not too far out, and he proceeded to take the little sailboat over this stretch of sea to practice maneuvers.

Overall, he was pleased, although he nearly capsized the dinghy several times. She was hyper-responsive, easy to overcorrect. Sailing her required a light touch and all his attention. Silas was shocked when he noticed the lengthening shadows and realized that it was well past noon. In his hurry to get away that morning, he’d failed to pack a lunch or even a flask of water. Silas glanced towards the rocky coastline and wondered whether he could find anyone to sell him something to eat.

He brought the boat back towards the shore in a long glide, dropping lower to have a better look. He saw cliffs, topped with pleasing meadows before deeply wooded shade. Not a sign of a shelt or even a watchtower. He did see the slender thread of a waterfall gushing over the cliff. Pulling out his telescope, he followed the track of the water to the point where it sparkled into the trees.

I could at least fill my flask. He’d worked up a thirst. Then I’ll sail her the rest of the way around the island, he decided, and be home in time for dinner. Meanwhile, it will be good to see how she anchors. He wished, fiercely and guiltily, that he had a bowl of poppy. The meadow looked like a pleasant place to sit and smoke. He wouldn’t have cared whether he had food if he’d had poppy.

Silas suspected that bringing the little airship safely to the cliff’s edge would be challenging, and he was right. There was a moment when he feared she would dive into the trees and all his problems would be finally and abruptly resolved. However, he managed to hold her steady long enough to throw a grapple anchor into the meadow. After that, it was just a matter of reeling her in until she was riding over land and he could safely drop the rope ladder.

Silas descended with the precaution of a hawser tied to the prow and coiled over one shoulder. Upon reaching the ground, he secured this to a tree, so that his sailboat was doubly anchored and could not possibly drift away. This done, he looked around. Leafy trees were, of course, skeletons at this time of year, but the forest included many conifers, still vividly green. The long, tough sea grass rippled like golden fur in the chilly wind.

As Silas moved towards the sparkle of the stream, he caught sight of another shelt emerging from the shadows beneath the trees. Silas was pleasantly surprised to see a butterfly net sticking out of this person’s pack. The stranger—a shavier faun by the gray-blue color of his hair—waved as he approached. He was dressed in work clothes—stained shirt, rumpled brown trousers, and a battered coat and hat. Silas supposed that he himself didn’t look much more presentable. He had not expected to meet anyone. He raised his hand in return, and they arrived together at a bend in the stream.

“Good day to you!” said the stranger. Silas could see his feathered tail now. His hair made a long, thin braid down his back, presently adorned with twigs. “I was watching your airship out there beyond the cliff. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one so small. You handle her beautifully.”

Silas smiled. “The dinghies aren’t designed to fly, only to glide. I’ve modified that one.” He bent to fill his flask from the stream. “Are you collecting insects?”

For answer, the stranger reached into his pocket and brought out a triangle of waxed paper. He unfolded it gently to reveal a large yellow butterfly with an exceedingly long swallowtail. The insect had earth-brown accents and eyelets on each of its four wing segments. The eyelets were a pleasing blush of soft blue-green, rose, and orange.

“Oh,” said Silas, “a Holovarus honeytail.”

“You know what it is?” asked the stranger in delight.

“Yes, I have one at...” Silas stopped. “I had one. I used to collect butterflies. But my house and collection are probably gone.” The part that was in the Albatross is certainly gone.

The stranger peered at him. “Well, I am sorry for that. I rarely meet someone who knows anything at all about insects. I myself was under the impression that the honeytail was a moth. And, indeed, it resembles one. You see the feathered antennae?”

Silas nodded at the butterfly’s feathered, golden antennae. “The older books classify it as a moth,” he admitted. “But the newer ones call it a butterfly. I think it’s one of those that fall between—some kind of skipper, perhaps.”

The stranger nodded enthusiastically. “If it’s a moth, it’s a day-flying species! I was out here for the better part of a yellow month, looking for it at night. I found all kinds of moths, but not this one. I thought they must be done for the year, but then I found a partial specimen, eaten by ants. I returned to the same spot by day, and there were honeytails! They’re at the end of their season now. They’ve laid their eggs, and they’re dying. I found this one on the ground—perfect condition. Would you like it?”

Silas was taken off-guard. “Well, I... My quarters now are quite modest, and I’m not sure where I would put—”

“Oh, it doesn’t take up any room!” The stranger handed him the folded paper. “No collector should be without at least one butterfly...especially since you’ve passed through such a remote place as Holovarus. You might as well have something from your visit.”

Silas found the gesture oddly touching. He took the butterfly and tucked it into his pant-leg pocket. After a moment, he said, “I’m Silas Ackleby. I was an airship captain until a couple of yellow months ago. Now...” He gestured back towards the dinghy. “That’s all that’s left.”

Silas was grateful that the stranger did not ask for further details. “My friends call me Flag,” he said. “Ship’s clerk. I was going to eat my lunch here; would you like to join me?”

Silas glanced down at the flask of water. “I’m afraid I forgot to bring one. This is enough for now.”

“I have plenty for two,” said Flag and proceeded to spread the contents of his pack on a rock.

Silas looked on in dismay. “I really couldn’t—”

“Nonsense! If you want to do something for me, you could take me back in your sailboat. It’s quite a walk from here down to the harbor.”

This seemed like a reasonable trade, and Silas gratefully shared Flag’s meal of rice cakes, tasty nut butter, and dried fruit. They talked easily of the flora and fauna of the Small Kingdoms, the scant literature on local beetles, and their concerns about what the unrest in the Great Islands might do to the College of Natural History on Mance.

By the time they stood up, Silas was feeling uncommonly friendly and at ease. He invited Flag to climb the rope ladder, which he did without balking or cringing. Clerk he might be, but he clearly knew his way around a ship, and he had a good head for heights. He sat perfectly still in the bow as Silas directed him and showed no signs of anxiety when the sailboat heeled over too aggressively before the wind, so that Flag was obliged to cling to the bench and rail to avoid falling out. Silas made gentle corrections, which slowly brought the boat into something more near to an upright posture.

“This is her maiden flight,” he called above the wind, “although I’ve tested her extensively on a tether. Perhaps I should have mentioned that.”

Flag grinned. “It’s quite alright! What a gorgeous view!”

It certainly was. The sun was dropping towards the horizon, sending streaks of pink and gold through the clouds above the azure sea. The colors reminded Silas of the butterfly in his pocket.

“Does she have a name yet?” asked Flag. “The sailboat, I mean?”

Silas hesitated. “No. And I may not give her one.”

Flag cocked his head and waited.

Silas took a deep breath. “I don’t have a way of refueling the light-gas bladders. There’s no infrastructure for airships in the Small Kingdoms, and I suspect that war among the Great Islands will destroy much of the infrastructure that previously existed there. Airships may...” He was glad of the wind, glad that he had something to do with the sails and rudder. At last, he continued, “Airships may pass out of existence, at least for a time. Without light-gas, this little boat will sink as the months pass. She’ll probably end her days as an ordinary rowboat. It seems foolish to name her.”

Silas was grateful that Flag did not ask the obvious question. After a moment, Silas answered it anyway. “You might reasonably wonder why I have worked so hard on her. I suppose the answer is that I’m an airship captain at heart. I have loved them all my life, and I will keep flying them until the last piece sinks beneath my feet.”

They flew on in silence, following the forested cliffs in the light of the brilliant sunset. Presently they saw watchtowers again and a few fishing villages. Then the edge of the harbor came into view, the first of the ships’ lanterns already winking in the dusk.

“Which ship is yours?” asked Silas. “If the crew cooperates, I could throw them a rope, and you could climb down to your own deck. Otherwise, I’ll tether at the Anemone, and someone can row you across.” He looked around and saw that Flag had been drawing with a charcoal pencil in a little leather-bound journal. To Silas’s surprise, he tore out the page and handed it over.

“Light-gas was originally refined from the natural gas that seeps out of the ground in Maijha,” said Flag. “Several species of light-gas can be refined that way—one of them non-explosive. However, the explosive kind is easy to manufacture, as the royal engineers learned some generations ago. I’ve written one of the recipes there—iron, water, and oil of vitriol—not expensive. The trick is to capture the gas, put it where you want it, and keep it there. I’ve sketched the capture chamber as far as I remember it. Holovarus is crawling with displaced artisans at the moment, and I’ve already met some glassblowers capable of making it for you.”

Silas gaped at him. “Light-gas is...”

“A royal monopoly, yes. A closely-guarded secret of the Maijhan crown...which, fortunately for you, I am...more-or-less.” He smiled apologetically and held out his hand. “Flag is my name. It’s my zed name, the one I asked for when I was inducted into Kwarla-conch tribe. But it’s not my only name. I do hope you’ll forgive me for not being entirely candid. Anaroo said you might not be friendly.”

Silas was still staring. He felt a jolt of shame, as though he’d been the subject of an obvious trick. He wanted to be angry, but his mind was still spinning with the notion that he might be able to make light-gas. He was also having difficulty reconciling his mental image of the charismatic, calculating pirate of legend with the unassuming faun with the butterfly net and twigs in his hair. He was saved from having to formulate a reply by a gust of wind that tipped the little dinghy nearly on its beam-ends and required all his skill and attention to bring her upright.

“Anaroo certainly thinks you’re something special,” said Flag, standing on the gunnel while clinging to a bench, “and Anaroo is not easy to impress.”

Silas gave a snort that might almost have been a laugh as he struggled with the ship’s wing.

“Watching you sail this dinghy, I’m inclined to agree with her,” continued Flag. “I don’t think many airship captains in the crescent could do it.”

“Not above ten,” muttered Silas. He wasn’t bragging. If anything, he was understating. The little boat leveled off, and they were able to stand on the deck again.

His guest made a bow. “Gwain Maijha, at your service. Anaroo is a very dear friend. She knew my mother...better than I was ever privileged to know her. I thought Anaroo had been killed chasing my dream. I cannot express my delight at finding her alive and in such good company.”

Silas still wanted to be angry, but he could not bring himself to say so.

“Name your little sailboat,” continued Gwain. “She won’t sink, at least not for lack of light-gas. May I suggest Honeytail?”

The last shreds of Silas’s reserve crumbled, and he laughed. “Honeytail...” Airships were often named after birds, and the idea of naming a small flying sailboat after a butterfly did seem perfect...especially a sailboat belonging to Silas Ackleby.

“There’s the Defiance,” said Gwain, pointing out the ship quite unnecessarily. “Might I entice you to stay for dinner? It would make Anaroo happy, and I wanted to ask you a few questions about your extraordinary journey this fall.”

Silas gave a hesitant nod.

Gwain beamed. “Excellent! I also thought... Well, I’m probably getting ahead of myself, but I wondered if you might be able to help some friends. Anaroo said you know Silveo Lamire?”

Silas was bringing the dinghy around in a gentle arc above the Defiance. “Silveo? Yes, of course.” Upon reflection, he realized that “knowing Silveo” might easily be misunderstood. “I mean, I was casually acquainted with him many years ago.” Silas glanced over his shoulder. “Is he on Holovarus? I didn’t see the Fang in port.”

Gwain sighed. “That’s the problem. But first—dinner! And then you must see my collections! I would like your opinion on some of the beetles.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 2. Looking into the Past
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Later, in the dining cabin of the Defiance, Anaroo tried very hard not to grin at Gwain over Silas’s head. She tried not to act surprised, excited, or, above all, smug. Anaroo had never been particularly good at hiding her emotions, but she tried.

She introduced Silas to Kircha and her mate, Palo, who had been members of Kwarla-conch tribe before they joined the Defiance and whom Anaroo had known for decades. She also introduced him to a dozen other zeds and shavier fauns of her acquaintance, as well as several of the lemurs she’d come to know during her time sailing with the Defiance. Silas was civil, though a little stiff and standoffish.

However, he warmed up after the meal, when Gwain invited them into his cabin to view a lemur skeleton, a bewildering number of drawings, old books, and several drawers full of preserved insects. Silas became almost animated in his discussion of a beetle, which Anaroo gathered had not been named—at least not by panauns—but which looked exactly like all the other beetles in the drawer as far as she could tell.

As the discussion continued, Anaroo fell to chatting with Gwain’s winged wolf, Tzu. She felt that she maintained an admirable patience throughout the entire beetle interlude. They finished their after-dinner drinks in a convivial manner and returned to the Anemone aboard Silas’s little sailboat, which he’d apparently named Honeytail after a butterfly.

However, once they were aloft, she could not resist a smirk and the comment, “I have consistent tastes, do I not?”

Silas took a moment to process this. Anaroo worried that she might have overestimated his goodwill, but then he gave a grunt that might almost have been a laugh. “I suppose you do.”

“They’re good people. It’s a good ship.”

Silas nodded.

“And I knew you’d get along with Gwain.”

He rolled his eyes. “If you gloat any harder, you may explode.”

“I am not gloating!”

“With great energy.”

Anaroo shook a finger at him. “Poor Gus has been worried to distraction! You should have told him you planned to stay out all day. He sent a boat over to the Defiance about noon, asking if I’d had any word from you. Gwain sent a pegasus to the mainland to talk with the watchtowers. That’s how we knew you’d been sighted on the back of the island.”

Silas frowned. “Gus should know better than to worry.”

“The way you’ve been acting lately? Like you don’t care whether you fall into the sea?”

Silas said nothing.

“Besides,” she continued, “this little boat is about as sky-worthy as a flying bathtub.”

Of course that made him defensive. “I’ve had her up all day. She hasn’t touched water or land.”

“And how many times has she been on her beam-ends?”

Silas hesitated.

Anaroo rolled her eyes. “What was it you used to say to me about sitting on the figurehead? If we hit a windshear, you’ll bounce right off?”

Silas fidgeted. “It’s hard to move around the boat with—”

“Dead? It’s really hard to move around dead.”

“I’ll install a lifeline,” he muttered.

They’d arrived over the Anemone, and Silas focused on bringing the Honeytail low enough for a tether to reach the waiting hands on deck. He spoke without looking at Anaroo. “Did Gwain tell you what else he wanted to ask me about?”

It was Anaroo’s turn to hesitate. She’d heard part of their conversation, but the dinner table had been loud enough that she could pretend that she hadn’t. “Not exactly.”

“He didn’t tell you that Silveo is here?”

Anaroo gritted her teeth. If there had been a single person responsible for putting her in chains, it had been Silveo Lamire. She still hadn’t decided what she would do when they met...if they met.

Silas leaned over the side of the dinghy and barked a response to Gus’s booming hail from the deck. He began turning the crank to retract the keel as the crew below reeled in the tether. “The Fang was captured by leopons and jagers last red month. It is currently within Malabar’s inner harbor, which is believed to be controlled by jagers, although there’s been no official word. Silveo’s lover is Gerard Holovar, whom you may remember was captain of the Temple Police before they both fell from Priestess Morchella’s favor.”

Anaroo nodded. She’d seen plenty of Gerard, too, when she’d been captured. He’d escorted her as far as the entrance to Morchella’s dungeon. However, only Silveo and Morchella had taken her into that dark, wet cell where a cowled figure had...

A flicker of nightmare images whipped through Anaroo’s mind—an avalanche of shattered memories that threatened to sweep away her carefully reconstructed sense of self. Past and present melded into an impenetrable tangle.

Breathe. She gripped the gunnel of the dinghy and focused on a distant star, the smell of the sea, the cool night breeze, the smooth wood under her fingers. I am Anaroo of Kwarla-conch and the Defiance. I will destroy those who chained me. I will return to Maijha Minor. I will find my way home. It was the mantra that had brought her back to herself every morning for the final year of her slavery. She had not needed it in a while.

And it’s out of date. Anaroo wasn’t in any great hurry to return to Maijha Minor. She’d found the Defiance, and she’d made a new home. She wasn’t sure about the rest—whether she could or should destroy those who’d chained her. Helping them, however, was another matter entirely.

Silas continued to talk as he reefed up a sail. “They lost the Fang while trying to help Gerard’s father and brother. Her rudder was shot away by guns, recently brought to the Small Kingdoms by jagers. The Fang’s crew had never seen guns before and didn’t know what they were. It sounds to me like the leopons are still learning how to use them. The Fang’s people managed to escape in their small boats and on griffins, but the ship was lost.”

The tether jerked them lower. Anaroo had to shift her weight as the dinghy tipped drunkenly back and forth. She frowned at Silas. I suppose you feel sorry for them. If anything could evoke Silas’s sympathy at the moment, it was the loss of a ship.

He continued in a speculative voice. “They’d been planning to sail on to the Sunkissed Isles for winter after only a brief visit to Holovarus. Now, with the Fang trapped, they’ve lingered too long. Silveo and Gerard don’t want to leave if there’s any chance of getting their ship back, and their friends aboard the Defiance and the Nightingale are too loyal to leave without them. Meanwhile, the jagers and leopons are getting more reinforcements every day and tightening their hold on the Small Kingdoms. Most of the other islands have closed their ports to refugees, and Holovarus has been inundated with—”

“What does this have to do with us?” interrupted Anaroo. You cannot make me feel sorry for Silveo and Gerard, Silas.

“Well... Your friend Gwain seemed to think I might be able to help.”

“How?”

“Apparently, Malabar has an inner harbor that is inaccessible by sea without a local pilot.”

Anaroo looked at Silas suspiciously. “Gwain wants you to—?”

“And,” continued Silas as strong hands caught the Honeytail’s prow from beneath, “there is apparently something else in Malabar’s inner harbor along with the Fang—an airship.” His eyes gleamed in a way that filled Anaroo with pleasure and apprehension. “An airship with a cormorant on her keel.”

*  *  *  *
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BASIL WATCHED WITH mild interest as the crew of the Anemone brought the strange little airship down to the deck and stowed it alongside the small boats. He’d taken dinner with the ship’s officers, and they’d told the story of their amazing escape from the battle that had devastated much of the grishnard fleet. Basil stood on the quarterdeck now, talking to Layjen over after-dinner tea.

Basil liked Layjen. They’d met years ago when they were both working as privateers. Layjen was a hunti who’d been raised in a grishnard court. Basil was a grishnard who’d been raised by hunti sailors. They’d both had a laugh about it when they met.

“That’s Silas’s little consolation project,” muttered Layjen as he watched the sailors struggle with the buoyant dinghy. “And we’ll all feel very sorry when he breaks his neck in it.”

Basil glanced at him sideways. “I was surprised to find you playing host to the crew of the Scarlet Albatross. I mean, I understand what you all went through, but still...I thought there was some pretty bad blood between your ships.”

Layjen huffed. “Don’t get me started.”

“The thing I don’t understand,” continued Basil, “the thing that nobody has been able to explain to me is why the Albatross stopped to help in the first place.” In truth, Basil had heard one explanation. It involved Layjen’s pack leader and lover, Padmay, and the Albatross’s second-in-command, Lucius Creevy. Basil doubted that Layjen wanted to talk about that. But surely there was more to it.

Basil took the opportunity to admire the broad-shouldered, dark-haired, cheerfully overwhelming vision of Lucius hauling in the uncooperative sky-dinghy. Who could blame Padmay? If Lu brought that one home, I certainly wouldn’t say no...

Layjen said nothing, and Basil worried that he’d overstepped his bounds. Hunti were often promiscuous within their pack. They could behave jealously towards outsiders, however, and Layjen did have some very grishnard traits. Nevertheless, from what Basil had heard, the animosity between the two crews went back much further than Padmay’s liaison with Lucius. “I thought Percy hated...what’s his name?”

“Silas Ackleby.” Layjen drummed his fingers on the railing. “They’re old gambling friends from back when they were both trying to make their fortunes. Well, Silas was trying to make his fortune. I’m sure Percy was busy losing his. They quarreled. Percy has had nothing good to say about Silas for as long as I’ve known him.” Layjen’s brush of a tail twitched. “And I can tell you Silas was a malevolent bastard every time I had to deal with him. Back when we were still sailing the Ray, he intentionally misled us about the value of a cargo, drove the bid absurdly high, and dumped it on us. That was part of the reason we lost the ship.”

Basil raised an eyebrow.

“Percy nearly beat him to death when we caught them early in the fall,” continued Layjen. “We had a warrant for them from Port Anastar for smuggling. Percy can be excitable, but I’ve never seen him quite like that.”

“Animosity of that degree usually has a source,” agreed Basil.

“I don’t know exactly why they quarreled,” continued Layjen. “It may have had something to do with Silas’s being a leon. Turns out, the Maijhan Sea Watch were after him for that; we didn’t even know.”

“A leon?” Basil whistled. “That’s a complication.” He snickered. “A prickly complication.”

Layjen did not laugh. “I don’t think they were lovers, although I could be wrong. Anyway, the Albatross did save our lives, so all is forgiven...if not quite forgotten.” Almost to himself, he muttered, “I wish they’d talk instead of playing cards.” Louder, he said, “That little dinghy is the only thing left that flies, so of course Silas can’t stay away from it.”

“Airship captains are all mad,” said Basil, before considering that Layjen might see this as an insult to Percy.

Layjen laughed, though. “Mad as lemurs on sweet leaf.”

At that moment, Lu came hurrying up the ladder from the lower deck. She was Basil’s mate and ship’s healer, and she’d gone to visit with the Anemone’s healers, one foxling and one ocelon. “Basil,” she said in a low, urgent voice, “there’s something you need to see.”

“What—?” began Basil, and then Layjen came to life beside him.

“Oh, that.” He chuckled. “Yes, I suppose you should see that.”

Lu glanced at Layjen reproachfully. “You might have said earlier!”

“Said what?” began Basil.

Lu’s spotted tail lashed. “That there’s a—! Oh, just come and see.”

Mystified, Basil followed her from the quarterdeck, through a hatch, down a flight of steps, along a hallway, and into the ship’s dispensary. Familiar smells of herbs and chemicals made him sneeze. A curly-headed ocelon in sailcloth and woolens sat at a worktable, writing or drawing in a little notebook in the soft glow of a lamp.

The foxling—a white one—was sitting across from her, sewing something that involved a great many ruffles. Basil had noticed her before—a pretty, doll-like creature smartly dressed in a blue and green skirt with multiple lacy petticoats. Her head shot up as they came into the room, and she glanced between them with a worried expression.

“Glossy,” said Lu, and Basil noticed that her voice actually shook, “no one is going to hurt you or Belvedere, but I really think...”

Basil didn’t hear the rest of her sentence, because an enormous spotted cat stood up from beneath a hammock in the corner and growled. Basil uttered an involuntary oath and stepped back. Jaguar. The sailors had spoken of this creature, but it was still startling. The jaguar’s black lips peeled back from white teeth, and its growl vibrated along the floorboards.

“Basil, this is Theseus,” said Lu. “He’s a jaguar from the Inland Sea. He’s quite attached to our friends, and he also knows an awful lot about jager guns.”

Theseus’s yellow eyes flicked between them. His growl continued. Basil saw something move in the shadows behind him. This must be Glossy’s son, the one the sailors said befriended the jaguar.

“Belvedere,” said Glossy. Her voice sounded uncertain, but she stood up straight and motioned with her hand. “Don’t skulk in the shadows. These people want to meet you. Theseus, that’s enough.”

The jaguar’s growl died, although he continued to glare at them. The child came out from behind him—a foxling on the cusp of adolescence. He moved hesitantly into the light from the lamp, hands thrust into his pockets.

Basil nearly dropped his mug of tea. It sloshed painfully and burned his fingers, but he hardly noticed. “Gods.”

Lu smirked beside him. “Like looking into the past, isn’t it?”
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Chapter 3. Ships and Belvedere
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Gerard woke, fully expecting another difficult day of bad news, refugee disputes, watchtower construction, and murders. Firebird preserve us. If we can get through one day without murders, I will build a new Monument.

They’d had shocking news from the Great Islands. The combined might of Mance, Lecklock, Haplag, and Sern had met the invading jagers and zeds in a pitched naval battle somewhere north of Mance. The grishnard ships had been said to outnumber the jagers by more than two-to-one. What’s more, the jagers had no flying troops.

Yet the grishnard armada had been shattered. Many gods had been involved and, if refugees were to be believed, many gods had died, along with innumerable griffins. The ugly, smelly weapon was called a gun, and it had swept all before it. Of course, the grishnard kings would regroup. Winning a sea battle was not the same as taking an island. Nevertheless, the entire situation was altered. This was not unrest. This was war.

You’d think news like that would sober anyone into good behavior, Gerard grumbled to himself as he dressed. And yet, if this was like most mornings, he would enter the town to learn of another apparently random killing. Gerard supposed he should be grateful that their resident murderer did not favor any particular group. The killings had ceased to cause tension between locals and refugees once it became clear that no one was safe. A curfew, strictly enforced, had helped, but bodies still turned up.

Recently, an outbreak of fever among the ships had distracted everyone. The odds of being one of the nightly murders had sunk in comparison to the odds of dying of other causes, so that the murders produced only a vague undercurrent of anxiety.

Gerard didn’t know much about fever. He left that to the healers. However, he felt that he should be able to prevent murder. After all, he was essentially serving as captain of police again. Until we get the Fang back, of course.

Everyone continued to speak of the Fang as though she were on some sort of mysterious solo holiday. A griffin from Holovarus had flown over and confirmed that she was in Malabar’s inner harbor. Her rigging and rudder had been repaired.

Mishael, however, got only evasive answers to his royal missives regarding his son’s ship. At first, Chastain claimed to know nothing about the Fang. Then he assured Mishael that he would look into the issue once he’d attended to “the important matters of these troubled times.” In a final message, he allowed that the Fang was an aging ship, probably worth no more than a boatload of slaves. Since Chastain had decided to overlook such trifling debts, he suggested that Mishael do the same.

We did not return his slaves, and he will not return our ship, thought Gerard bitterly. I wonder if the leopons have given it to him as a bribe to let them winter there. The leopons certainly seemed on cozier terms with Malabar than previously. Their ships had been seen coming and going from the inner harbor. The airship remained floating above the castle.

Can Malabar not see that they’re playing both sides of the board? As soon as jager ships reach the Small Kingdoms, the islands that have ceded their authority to the leopons will be used as bases to attack and conquer the others. Indeed, Gerard suspected this might already be happening in the more isolated kingdoms. Holovarus was no longer on speaking terms with its neighbors, and even local news reached them slowly.

Maybe I should have accepted Father’s gift. Mishael had offered to give them the royal sloop Gannet the moment they limped desolately into the castle upon their return from Malabar. It would have been a generous gift—the finest ship Holovarus possessed. Gerard had refused, both because the loss of the Gannet would have put his family in a less secure position and because he was not yet willing to accept the loss of the Fang. He didn’t think Silveo was ready to accept it either, although Silveo’s behavior worried him.

Gerard would have been relieved if Silveo had sobbed or railed or promised death to Ellia. However, he did none of these things. The moment he stepped out of the Meerkat, he began seeing to the placement of the Fang’s crew. By the end of the day, he had composed an inventory of all the supplies, stores, maps, and money that had been lost aboard the Fang.

He had then called an emergency meeting with Basil and Gwain to present his sobering report. “You should leave right now for the Pendalons,” Silveo told them. “You won’t be as comfortable as we’d planned, but you should have enough between you to reach the Sunkissed Isles and sail on in spring. If you stay any longer, it will mean wintering here...and getting caught in the aftermath of war in the wider crescent. You should leave on the evening tide.”

“I think it’s a little late for that, Silvy,” said Basil. “We don’t have enough food now for everyone—”

“I am not talking about everyone,” interrupted Silveo. “Just the Defiance and the Nightingale. The Fangs are staying here. You’re right; you cannot feed and house us.”

Basil snorted. “Well, that’s easy, then. We’re not going anywhere.”

Silveo shook his head. “I didn’t ask whether you liked it.”

Basil bristled. “You’re not my admiral anymore, Silvy. You can’t give me orders.”

Silveo opened his mouth, but Basil talked over him, “And I’m sure you’re about to say the meanest thing you can think of, so that we’ll leave. I’m telling you right now it won’t work.”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Of the many asinine decisions you have made in your dissolute and poorly-executed life, I think you’ll come to regret this one the most.”

Basil crossed his arms. “Asinine? That’s the best you can do? Poorly-executed? You’re losing your touch, Silveo.”

“And there is exactly zero chance that I will fuck you this winter.”

Gerard put a hand to his face. Oh good grief, Silveo.

Basil flushed. “I have not—!”

“Somehow, I expected to talk more about getting the Fang back,” said Gwain patiently.

“I’m listening,” said Silveo.

“If you’d called for help in the first place, we wouldn’t be here,” exploded Basil. “We could have taken the leopons—”

Gerard spoke, “I doubt that. Their ships were loaded with big shelts, ready to fight. At the very least, they would have mauled us cruelly. Nobody would have been able to leave for the Pendalons if we’d called for help.”

Basil only scowled. Gerard could tell that, in spite of Basil’s assertions to the contrary, Silveo’s barb had gone home. Perhaps because it contained a shred of truth. Basil and Silveo had had a stormy on-again-off-again affair for years before Silveo had met Gerard and Basil had settled down with Lu.

“What about a cutting-out expedition,” asked Gwain patiently, “a hand-picked group to fly in on griffins by night, take the Fang, and sail her away?”

Silveo looked doubtful. “Did you see that inner harbor, Gwain?”

Gerard had to agree with him. “People have tried to take Malabar that way before. No one ever succeeded.”

“We don’t need to take Malabar,” said Gwain, “just one ship.”

Gerard considered. “I don’t remember ever hearing about a successful cutting-out, either, although I could ask my father and check the royal records.”

“There’s always a first,” said Basil.

“We’d have to get her over the sandbar without a local pilot,” said Silveo, “while under attack from any number of hostile ships, crewed by jagers, leopons, and Malabar’s sea watch. Then there are those new weapons...”

“If they’ve installed guns on the airship, those weapons would command the entire harbor,” said Gerard quietly. “I agree with Silveo. I have not given up on the Fang, but I see no way to reclaim her by force. I think our best hope is to bargain with Malabar once we have something he wants. I know my father will cooperate. He’s already offered us the Gannet. If he can get our ship back, he will.”

Gwain shot Gerard a suspicious look and Gerard shook his head. “I don’t mean to give Malabar the slaves...the fauns. But surely the Small Kingdoms will need to work together at some point in order to survive this winter. When that happens, perhaps we will have a chance.”

Silveo gave him a sad smile—the kind that meant, “You’re a sweet fool.” Aloud, he said, “Yes, well, until Chastain Malabar decides to be gracious, I’m afraid we are without a ship—at least the kind of ship that can house all our people and reach the Pendalons. Perhaps Holovarus will acquire a large ship over the coming months. Perhaps some of the refugees will settle locally and leave us one. Perhaps we can meet you in the Sunkissed Isles this spring. But I think things are likely to get very messy here in the meantime, and you should leave to protect your stores and crews.”

“No,” said Basil, though with more stubbornness than friendliness.

Gwain crouched down to be on foxling eye-level. “Silveo, let me work on this. I think my cowry catchers might be able to get some information from the local population that would help. They might even be able to guide us over the sandbar. I know that’s only part of your concern, but will you let me work on it?”

Silveo sighed. At last, he said, “I can hardly stop you.”

Gwain smiled, patted him on the shoulder, and stood up.

“In the meantime,” continued Silveo, “I am going to offer the Fangs to help the local night watch. It’s tiny and completely out of its depth.” He gave Gerard another weary smile and added, “Of course, they will be delighted to continue holding court for their favorite prince.”

Gerard smiled back uncertainly. Do you think you’re doing me a favor by staying here?

Silveo yawned. “We weren’t officers of the most feared organization in Wefrivain for nothing. Let’s get to work.”

Hard work was always Silveo’s defense against despair, Gerard thought. He supposed there were worse ways to manage grief and loss. Still, as the days passed, he wished Silveo would talk about the Fang. Instead, he talked about everything else. He came to bed late and got up early. One yellow month slipped into two, and by the time the third yellow moon rolled around, they had trained a competent police force. Gerard was proud of that. Some of the volunteers had even served in sea watches, city watches, or port authorities on large islands across the crescent. They were beginning to knit together as a group, and they worked well with the Fangs. Petty crime and vandalism had dropped remarkably in the port town.

Yet these murders continue.

Gerard saw that Silveo had taken tea off the breakfast tray and nothing else. He sighed, ate his own breakfast, and mentally prepared himself for the day. He was just about to walk out the door, when Silveo came in.

Gerard was surprised, but not displeased. “Forget to eat your sausage? No worries; I have saved one for you.”

Silveo didn’t respond. He went to the peacock window and stood in front of the desk.

“Silveo?”

No answer. Silveo’s tail had bristled until it looked nearly as big as the rest of him. As Gerard approached, he saw that Silveo wasn’t writing anything or even looking at the desk. He was staring straight ahead, gripping the back of the chair and breathing as though he’d run all the way up the tower.

Alarm spread through Gerard’s gut. “Silveo?”

He finally turned, eyes huge and distinctly dilated against the pale irises. He tried to say something, failed, shook his head. Gerard crouched beside him and put a hand on his back. “What’s wrong?”

Silveo shut his eyes and took several deep breaths. “There’s something...downstairs.”

“Downstairs?”

“Yes. Could you...? Go and...and...” Silveo was shaking so hard that the chair rattled against the desk.

“I’m not going anywhere!” Gerard tried to put his arms around him, but Silveo jerked away. He put his hands over his face. “Oh, gods. Could you... Downstairs...”

Gerard was bewildered, but he didn’t think Silveo was actually injured. He stood up and backed away. “I’ll go check.” He spoke as though to a small child. “Silveo, do you understand? I’m going to see whatever it is. You stay here.”

Silveo bobbed his head without raising it from his hands.

Gerard walked from the room. Did someone threaten him? He’d heard occasional whispers in town about “corrupting the prince.” Silveo had learned to sneer at such comments long before Gerard met him. Still, he’s not quite himself right now. Gerard was starting to feel angry. If someone has threatened him after all we have tried to do for them...

He reached the foot of the tower, but saw no one. He felt certain that, in his agitation, Silveo had actually been referring to the antechamber of the castle, where guests were received. His suspicions were confirmed as he approached the main entrance and caught the sound of voices.

Gerard reached the antechamber and saw a number of people moving about in the foyer beyond, framed by the light of the open door. He caught sight of Jaleel in the act of welcoming them to the castle. He heard Basil’s friendly chuckle. The whole party was moving towards him, and Gerard watched them come. At first glance, the only odd or threatening component was an enormous spotted cat. Leopard? It seemed well-behaved.

“—delighted to have you, of course,” Jaleel was saying. “Can I offer you breakfast? Perhaps in the winter garden? If we had known you were coming...”

Gerard surveyed the group, looking for whatever had so unnerved Silveo. Not the leopard, surely? Silveo did have a fear of large beasts, but Gerard couldn’t imagine this leopard producing the response he’d seen. Even Ellia didn’t make him that upset. Apart from the leopard, he saw a couple of grishnards he didn’t recognize—one mountain, one lowland—a tall, scowling zed, two smaller panauns—one white foxling, one ocelon—and Lu and Basil. Finally, he caught sight of a pretty foxling child, walking close beside the leopard with her hand on its shoulder. Well, nobody could feel afraid of a leopard like that!

It was clear to him, from the way Lu and Basil were behaving, that they had brought these people. Old friends? Someone from Silveo’s assassin days?

“Gerard!” called Basil. “I thought I saw Silveo in here earlier, but I must have been mistaken. Gods, have we got something to show you. Belvedere, come meet Uncle Gerard!”

Gerard smiled uncertainly. He noticed that the strangers were being very quiet and looked a trifle uncomfortable. To Basil, he said in a low voice, “Who are these people?”

“They’re from a ship called the Anemone,” said Basil. “Came in day before yesterday, but that’s not important. Belvedere...”

The foxling child came towards them, still flanked by the alarmingly large cat.

“It’s a jaguar,” Basil answered Gerard’s unspoken question. “A defector from the jagers.”

“Really?” Gerard was impressed. “Do you think it could tell us...” Gerard stopped as he got a good look at the child, whom he’d mistaken for a girl. He was, in fact, a boy. He had silky silver-white hair to his shoulders, with a bright-red streak at one temple. Pretty pink mouth, sharp nose, delicate cheekbones... His eyes, when he raised them, were pale blue, like tinted glass.

Gerard’s mouth fell open. “No...”

Basil cackled. “Yes. Where’s his father?”

Gerard stared a little longer. At last, he said, “Upstairs...hyperventilating.”
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Chapter 4. Glossy
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His mother’s name was Glossy. She had bronze-golden eyes, common to many white foxlings, and she was every bit as pretty as Silveo, though in a softer, curvier way. She’d dressed in a tight, green velvet jacket with gold piping and a lacy blouse that reminded Gerard of Lady Ashland at the dinner party on Malabar. Her skirt seemed to include innumerable layers that fluttered in the cool breeze as they sat beside braziers beneath a trellis in the castle’s small winter garden.

Silveo sat across from her, as mute as though he’d lost his tongue again. The child wasn’t saying anything, either, but Gerard caught him shooting glances at Silveo. The jaguar lay curled around Belvedere’s chair.

Glossy had asked that the mountain grishnard, Gus, and the ocelon, Marlie, be seated with them. She’d politely sent everyone else to a different table, much to Basil’s obvious annoyance.

The grishnard was a big, broad-shouldered fellow who tended to use an on-deck voice indoors, and whom Gerard immediately labeled “bosun material.” The ocelon was dressed in trousers. Gerard had already heard someone mention that she had been Maijhan Sea Watch until the trouble started. I’d like a word with her.

Now, however, they all sat in uncomfortable silence while servants brought tea, fruit, eggs, and pastries. Belvedere slipped the jaguar an egg under the table. No one commented.

Silveo kept his eyes on his plate. He started to pour himself tea, but his hand shook, and he quickly put the pot back down. Gerard picked it up, poured it for him, made the tea with an inordinate amount of cream the way he liked it, and set it in front of him. Silveo’s eyes flicked up at Gerard’s with a tortured expression.

Do you think I’m angry at you about this?

Glossy spoke at last, “You don’t remember me, do you?”

Silveo shook his head. Then he screwed his eyes shut. “I didn’t...until I saw your face. Then...” He looked up and said, in a desperate rush, “I have some blank spaces from back then, especially if I...if I’d been with someone... Sometimes I blanked it out. Not on purpose. It’s just...something from the way I grew up. I’m sorry.” His mouth snapped shut.

Glossy let the silence stretch. Finally, she said, “I thought you would kill us...if you found out.”

Silveo drew in a quick breath, then checked himself. A pause. “How old is he?”

“Eleven.”

“So...right about the time I was promoted to admiral.”

“Belvedere wasn’t a season old when I heard you’d killed all those people on Sern, and I thought you might...see us the same way.”

Silveo nodded. He picked up the teacup, nearly sloshed it into his lap, and set it back down again.

“Maybe,” began Glossy, “I should have gone looking for you. We struggled—”

“No,” said Silveo. “No, you did the right thing. I was...a different person back then. I can’t say for sure what I would have done, but...you did the right thing.”

Belvedere was watching him openly now, his eyes darting back and forth from Glossy to Silveo.

Both of his parents started to talk at once. “I only remember—” began Silveo.

“I was raised—” began Glossy.

They both laughed. Silveo picked up his teacup, and his hand wasn’t shaking so badly. “You talk.”

Glossy seemed to gain a little confidence. She began to assemble her own tea, speaking slowly. “I was raised in a...a breeding facility.” Her eyes flicked between the grishnard and ocelon, who were listening with great attention.

These are her friends, thought Gerard, but they haven’t heard this story.

“I was born there,” said Glossy. “I think my mother might have been born there as well, although she never said. She had another baby by the time I was two, and I was closer to the other children than to her. The grishnards didn’t treat us badly. The building and grounds were pleasant. It was all women and girls—mostly foxlings, a few ocelons, a couple of gazumelle. The grishnard attendants were women, too. The only men we saw frequently were the old faun groundskeeper and the grishnard owner.”

She took a deep breath. Gus reached out to squeeze her arm, but she gave him a reassuring smile and sipped her tea. “Once a year, the owner would come and look over the children who were two years or older. He usually sent a few of them away. Occasionally, he sent some of the adults away as well. I could tell that the adults were anxious during these inspections, but no one would talk to me about it until I’d gotten a bit older.

“Then I understood that he was removing the less attractive children and the adults who were past their best breeding years. Occasionally he removed a child for poor behavior as well. I know that sounds ominous, but the grishnards never threatened us with a cull. In their minds, it wasn’t punishment. Culls were just part of the breeding program. Our owners bred first for beauty and second for docility.” She gave a sad little laugh. “As you can probably tell.”

“What happened to them?” asked Gus in a low voice.

Glossy shrugged. “The culls? I’m not sure. I believe many were sent to ordinary brothels, although they may have been sold as house servants. We all learned to sew, so some of them may have gone to workhouses. Like the place Needles came from, you remember?”

Marlie had been looking like she wanted to say something for the last few moments. “Despicable places,” she muttered.

Glossy’s gentle voice turned a little colder. “Probably not as despicable as the place where Silveo grew up.”

Silveo said nothing.

Belvedere was absolutely still, as though he thought that they’d forgotten him and would stop talking if he made himself known.

“By the time I was eight,” continued Glossy, “the grishnards began including me in other inspections. Strangers who would come and look at us and sometimes choose one. Many of these people were wealthy individuals, although I believe that some of them were high-class pimps. Sometimes they would haggle about the price. I remember one grishnard—extremely elderly, he seemed to me—who wanted to buy me, but the owner insisted that I was worth more than what he offered. They argued for what seemed like an eternity, and I remember being terrified, although I didn’t know why.

“When I was very little, I got the idea that everyone just naturally became pregnant at fifteen or sixteen. I was helping with births long before I knew how babies got in there. By the time the owner started putting me in the customer line-ups, though, some of the girls had explained to me that stud males were the mystery component. I was curious about this, of course, but most of the girls didn’t talk about it much, except to say that it didn’t last long and only hurt a little.”

Glossy hesitated. “I was close to the other girls. I suppose you could say that I had romantic attachments to some of them. There were enough of us that we didn’t all feel like sisters, and new girls were sometimes introduced into the facility. We didn’t name these sorts of relationships, though. Our knowledge of the outside world was pitifully small.

“In spite of this, our owners made doubly sure that we would not run away by addicting us to poppy. It was given to us in the form of sweets as children and later in wine as adults. We were well aware of the drug and its pleasant effects. We looked forward to it.

“Girls didn’t run away very often. All of those over fifteen were either pregnant or nursing nearly all the time. I can remember three occasions when younger girls climbed over the wall at night. One was brought back by a grishnard, but the other two returned on their own. All three were miserable, hungry, and craving poppy. They spoke of a confusing, difficult world, where creatures like us starved in the streets. None of them tried to flee again.”

Gus ran a hand across his face. “Oh, Gloss...”

She looked at him levelly. “I am going to tell this story once, Gus. Only once. Listen.”

He said no more, and she continued. “We spent our days sewing fancy clothes for grishnard ladies and occasionally for one another, playing games, and caring for children. Each summer and spring brought a crisis of births. Some babies came out of season, too, particularly with the ocelons. We occasionally lost friends to complications.

“Girl children were always kept for at least two years unless they had an obvious birth defect. Boys and imperfect girls were taken away at once. Their mothers never saw them, but we were assured that they went to wet nurses in other facilities. The rhythm of our year continued with the various breeding seasons in summer, spring, and fall. I became more and more conscious of these as I approached my fifteenth birthday.”

Glossy paused to sip her tea. “It wasn’t a horrible life, but it couldn’t last, either. My mother gave birth to me when she was twenty-nine. I don’t know how many children she’d had before me, but probably over a dozen. When I was twelve, she was sent away. I didn’t get to say good-bye. The owners didn’t like that kind of fuss. She was simply gone after an inspection.”

Glossy paused again and no one spoke to fill the silence. Nearby, Gerard heard Elizabet’s merry laugh and surmised that she’d joined the other table.

“I’d like to say I was heartbroken,” continued Glossy, “but I didn’t know my mother well. I was one of so many children to her. The emotion I felt most keenly was fear. Because one day, that would be me.”
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Chapter 5. Pyrus
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“So you ran away?” asked Gerard.

Glossy looked at him curiously. They hadn’t really spoken, except to be introduced, and Gerard wondered what she thought of him. He wished he could fully convey his profound sympathy and goodwill.

Glossy gave a bitter little smile and shook her head. “Oh, not me. I’m not that brave. But I did begin to feel the drip of the water clock in the hall...counting down the years. I remember asking one of our grishnard keepers how old she was, and she would not answer. I knew she was older than any of us.”

Glossy sipped her tea. “It was about that time Pyrus came—a gazumelle who’d been purchased from hunti. She was my same age, and she knew things about the outside world. She didn’t speak a word of grishnard when she arrived, and I suppose the owners thought it was safe to let her mingle with us.

“Pyrus was a truly elegant creature. I knew a lot of pretty girls in that place, but she had something else—a way of walking, of holding herself, a completeness and self-possession. I didn’t understand until years later that it was freedom—the memory of freedom—that made her move that way.

“Somehow, in smiles and gestures, we made friends. I taught her grishnard at night under the covers...and she taught me about the outside world, mostly in pictures at first. Pyrus could draw and paint wonderfully. Her family had worked as broadsheet artists in some distant city of the Lawless Lands. She would have liked to write letters to me, but of course I couldn’t read, and even if I could have, I suspect her native writing would have been a mystery.

“Even before she began to learn our language, she taught me the denominations of coins and their approximate value. She drew little lessons in the dirt—cooking, geography, and everything she could remember of Urda, which is the city on Lecklock where we lived.

“Pyrus learned grishnard. By the time we were fifteen, she’d even taught herself to mimic the local accent of our keepers. I suppose I knew, deep down, that Pyrus was planning to escape. She was caught pouring out her poppy wine once. Our keepers offered her no further sustenance until she drank it. They never beat anyone, but they never lost a battle of wills, either.

“After that, she became more covert in her attempts to avoid the drug, but it was impossible to do so all the time. Pyrus told me everything she knew about poppy, including the likely effects of stopping the drug abruptly and how long those effects would last. ‘You can wait out any storm if you know that it will end,’ she would say.”

Marlie frowned. “I don’t think poppy and pregnancy mix...”

Glossy nodded. “Pyrus figured that, too. She suspected the dose for pregnant mothers was tapered down. Pregnant mothers got sweets like the children instead of wine.”

Glossy paused to eat a bite of pastry, and Marlie said, “I shut down several breeding facilities outside of Port Royal. They’re not legal in Maijha.”

“They may not be legal, but they’re around,” said Silveo, “up in the mountains and in a few of the outer islands. Puppy mills, we used to call them on Sern. I got regular solicitations, so I was aware of them.”

Glossy met Silveo’s eyes across the table. “Pyrus and I were fifteen in the same year, and we went into the pool of breeders. I was called into the front of the house one afternoon and...there you were.”

Silveo’s eyes dropped to his tea. He scowled into his cup as though he might somehow glimpse the past in its muddy depths.

“They put us in a room,” continued Glossy, “and things went about the way other girls had led me to expect...better, actually. You knew what you were doing. There was no fumbling. You weren’t unkind, but you never spoke, and I could tell that you weren’t quite with me. I wondered if they’d given you poppy or other drugs. After we’d finished, you kissed me on the forehead as though I’d been a child...even though you couldn’t have been more than a few years older.”

“I was nineteen,” muttered Silveo.

“I finally heard your voice when you exchanged some words with the attendant in the corridor. They were annoyed that you wouldn’t be coming back. They expected multiple matings over several days. You were adamant that you’d done your job correctly and that you expected to be paid if they knew what was good for them. They did, I guess, because you went away and never came back. The next time I saw your face was on a tavern broadsheet, and that’s when I learned who you were.”

Silveo shook his head. “Even the gutter trash considered puppy mills beneath them. I would have gotten on my knees in an alley three times a day before climbing on top of some poor slave girl whose child would be doomed to the same life or worse. Breeders solicited me on a regular basis, but it was one thing I said I’d never do.”

“Well, obviously you did,” snapped Gus.

“Obviously.” 

Gerard could almost see the vortex of Silveo’s thoughts—reaching back and back into a dark abyss that skittered away each time he got close. Silveo spoke at last in a toneless voice. “The night I was promoted, someone painted the grishnard character for ‘whore’ all over my clothes. I was commanding the Sea Feather at the time. I knew something about ships, but not enough. It had been a difficult transition to say the least. I couldn’t stand working with griffin navigators and the admiral scoffed at pegasus navigators as a weak prey species, unsuitable for the Temple Sea Watch. I had spent a great deal of my own money on expensive navigational instruments and lessons in how to use them, as well as charts and maps in order to avoid reliance on fliers. The night I was promoted, I spent the last of my ready money to commission some ridiculous paint-work for the Fang.”

Belvedere spoke for the first time. “How ridiculous?”

Silveo glanced at him. “Well, I said I wanted to paint the ship silver. It was sort of a joke and sort of a threat. Her crew didn’t like me much.”

“So you wanted to pee all over the ship?”

“Belvedere—” said his mother sharply, but Silveo laughed.

“Basically. But prettier.”

Belvedere gave a little giggle and then looked back down at his plate.

“Farrell talked me out of it a few days later,” continued Silveo, “but at the time, I was determined to follow through.” He shut his eyes. “I remember being worried about the clothes. If I’d been a grishnard, I could have borrowed a friends’ clothes or bought partially finished garments and had them quickly retailored. But...” Silveo looked down at himself. “I would have looked like a ridiculous child in grishnard clothes. Local shops did not carry adult styles in sizes for foxlings. My clothes usually had to be made from whole cloth if they were to look good and fit well. And I wasn’t about to step onto the Fang as admiral in anything that did not look good and fit well.”

Silveo pushed an egg around his plate. “I remember thinking those things...and I remember having clothes tailored the next day...but I don’t remember where I got the money. The grishnard sailors were unhappy about my promotion. Some of them said I’d killed the previous admiral, although I hadn’t. I knew I needed to intimidate them, and I couldn’t do it looking like a child. I had more money, of course, but none that I could lay hands on in the next few days. None of the local tailors would have extended a foxling like me a line of credit. By next year, they would be falling over themselves to give me credit! But not then.”

“So you did what you said you’d never do?” asked Marlie.

Gerard had another fleeting impression from Silveo’s thoughts—darkness, despair, determination. “I can’t tell you for sure why I did it. I’m guessing, though, that I had to get the money somehow, and the usual ways seemed closed to me. Taking a contract for an assassination would have been too slow. I didn’t have any friends who could loan me the money on Lecklock. That left my usual method of procuring fast gold...” He gave a bitter laugh. “And after what they wrote on my clothes, I suppose the irony was more than I could bear. I knew I needed to change my image. Somehow this must have made a puppy mill seem like an acceptable alternative.”

Glossy reached out and patted his hand. “If it hadn’t been you, it would have been someone else...someone whom I never would have seen again, never could have found or considered finding. Either way, Belvedere and I would have been struggling.”

Silveo snorted. “Yes, but perhaps you wouldn’t have been hiding. You were hiding, weren’t you?”

Glossy nodded. “Mostly from your enemies. I didn’t think you’d find us on your own unless I put us in your path. But, as Belvedere got older and since he looks so much like you...well, there were plenty of people who wanted some leverage on Silveo Lamire.”

“We never got to stay anywhere,” whispered Belvedere.

“If you’d contacted me,” said Silveo to Glossy, “I might have given you a lot of money and put you in a house somewhere...or...or I might have done something awful. I just don’t know.”

“And then there was the Priestess,” said Gerard quietly. “She had strange ideas about what might distract you from your duty.”

Silveo grimaced. “That, too.”

“You didn’t tell us how you escaped,” said Marlie to Glossy.

Glossy ruffled Belvedere’s fine, pale hair. “I don’t think I would have had the courage without him.” She sighed. “And I certainly wouldn’t have had the knowledge without Pyrus. I soon became convinced that she was right about the drug—that they tapered it down when we got pregnant. I had some of the symptoms of withdrawal, but very mild.

“Pyrus had been bred as well, but something went wrong and she miscarried. This wasn’t unusual in a girl’s first or second breeding season, and the owners wouldn’t sell us unless they saw a pattern. I think Pyrus might have induced the miscarriage by stealing someone else’s poppy wine and drinking too much. I never asked. I, on the other hand, had a completely uneventful pregnancy, except...”

Glossy swallowed. “I can’t tell you how I knew, and maybe I didn’t, but it felt like I knew... Anyway, I became convinced that I was carrying a boy. And when I thought about the grishnard keepers taking him away to gods-knew-where, I felt sick with fear. I’d begun to hear stories about what might happen to the boys—the kinds of places they might be sold, some of the ones who were sent back to stud... It seemed worse than our lives.”

“So you escaped for him?” asked Gerard.

Glossy nodded. “Yes, but I probably would have put it off until too late if not for Pyrus. About a yellow month after her miscarriage, she told me, ‘We have to go now. We have to go if we’re going.’ I said I wasn’t ready, that I was pregnant. She said, ‘You will always be pregnant or nursing or both. They are increasing my poppy dose again. I can’t keep throwing it up.’

“That was when I realized she’d been gagging herself after meals and how much it was costing her. She started to cry...the only time I ever saw Pyrus cry, and she said, ‘If I don’t go soon, I’ll drink it. I want to drink it...because I want to float away...or die.’

“She would have gone alone, but she knew I wanted out. And she knew that I needed a push.” Glossy laughed sadly and smoothed her skirts. “Because I’m not very brave.”

Belvedere reached for her hand. “You are the bravest person I know, Mother.”

Glossy wiped at her eyes. “You made me brave.” She took a deep breath. “Pyrus and I escaped from our quarters and climbed over the wall one night with our pockets full of cured meat from the kitchen. We chose the day that the grocer usually came because Pyrus said that would be market day, with lots of people and carts in and out of the city. We made our way to the public square, where vendors were already setting up their stalls in the dark. I was terrified; everything seemed so strange, but Pyrus talked me through it, and we hid among some crates in a large wagon.

“We stayed still and quiet all day, surrounded by the noise and bustle of a busy market. Near evening, Pyrus got worried that they would find us when they loaded up their stalls. She convinced me to climb down, and we wedged ourselves in a little space above the wheels. We were that tiny.”

Silveo smiled. “I’ve done that.”

Glossy grimaced. “The wagon bounced along over dirt roads all night. We would have been crushed if we’d fallen out. Life in the facility hadn’t prepared us for strenuous physical activity. My arms and legs turned to butter, then cramped. I know Pyrus must have felt the same, but every time I thought I was finished, she’d start talking to me about food and comfortable beds and my baby and somehow I held on.

“The wagon took us to a different town, leaving no trail for our owners to follow. We started walking, always at night, eating the cured meat and anything else we could find or steal. The poppy withdrawal hit us a few days later. It could have been worse, I suppose, but it was still pretty bad—vomiting, headaches, nightmares...

“We crawled into a barn one night—hadn’t eaten in three days. A grishnard farm girl found us. I remember she kept saying, ‘Poor things. Poor, poor things.’ She fed us. When we were somewhat restored, she told us that people from the facility had come by a few days ago with a trained ocelot tracker. She gave us a little money and food, and then sent us on our way.

“Pyrus said we had to get to the sea, had to find a ship that would take us off Lecklock. She was determined to go home—across the channel to the Lawless Lands. I didn’t know what I wanted, but I knew I couldn’t run on and on in my condition.

“We finally reached Dragon’s Eye and the big harbor there. I had never even seen the ocean. The harbor bewildered and terrified me. Pyrus tried to buy passage on a ship with the little money we had, but they laughed at her. I suppose we looked like beggars. That night, she suggested we sneak aboard and hide.”

Belvedere was watching his mother’s face closely. “Did she die?” he whispered.

Glossy swallowed. “I don’t know, Belvedere. I hope not.”

“What happened?”

“Turns out, sneaking aboard a ship is harder than sneaking aboard a wagon. We were discovered and chased. We managed to get back down the gangplank, but the sailors were after us. We’d been in Dragon’s Eye less than a day, it was the biggest city I’d ever seen, and we were running in the dark. We came to a corner. Pyrus went one way. I went the other.”

Glossy swallowed. “I thought I heard her call over her shoulder to meet back at the alley where we’d been hiding earlier. I couldn’t find it, though. When I finally managed to lose the sailors, I was lost. I wandered all night. In the morning, I sat down and cried. I wanted to sell myself to the first person who walked past. I wanted someone to feed me and take me home and put me to bed. I understood why all those girls had come back to the facility.”

Silveo drew an aimless design in tea on his napkin. “There’s always one way to make money...”

Glossy laughed. “Silveo, I was so naive, I didn’t even realize that people would pay me for sex. You can only cry for so long, though, and in the end, you’re still hungry.”

Silveo barked a laugh.

“I felt my baby kick,” said Glossy. “And I told myself I would try one more time for him. If I couldn’t manage...well, there was no point in us both starving. I would go back to the facility. I would try once more, though, and I would do it my way. I wasn’t brave like Pyrus, but I could be clever. I took the little bit of money the grishnard girl had given me. I found a cloth merchant and purchased needle, thread, and scraps of the best material I could afford. It wasn’t much, but I wasn’t big. I had one cowry coin left, and I used that to buy a wedge of cheese. I nibbled on it for two days while I worked.”

Silveo grinned. “You made clothes first?”

“Like you said, clothes matter. I walked into a dress-maker’s shop two days later, freshly washed in a public fountain, and wearing a stylish frock. I didn’t know much about the outside world, but I knew the fashions. I’d been sewing them for years. I told the mistress that my clothes were my resume. I asked for work. She gave me a chance.”

Gus clapped her on the back so hard that she nearly spilled her tea. “That’s my Glossy girl!”

Belvedere still looked sad. “What about Pyrus?”

Glossy shook her head. “I hope she got away, Belvedere. I hope she got onto a ship somehow. But our paths never crossed again. Months later, once I’d learned the layout of the city, I did find that alley where we’d first hidden. She wasn’t there, of course. I thought I saw a drawing, though, on the wall. It was too weathered to make sense of, but it looked like her style. I hope that means she escaped from the sailors, that she found some other way home. I hope she’s sitting somewhere deep in the Lawless Lands now, with her own children...wondering what happened to me.”
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Chapter 6. All Together
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“When did you see that broadsheet?” asked Silveo.

“In the spring, after Belvedere was born,” said Glossy. “One of the local tavern artists wrote some witty poems about your doings on Sern. He’d seen you often enough, living in Dragon’s Eye, and you were easy to recognize on the broadsheets they’d tacked up to attract customers. That’s when I knew we had to get off Lecklock. I’d saved enough money by then to purchase passage on a ship to Maijha...somewhere I wasn’t likely to meet you in the street.”

Glossy’s rigid shoulders dropped a bit, and her posture visibly loosened. “In Maijha, I found communities of free ocelons and foxlings, and I discovered that midwifery paid better than sewing. I’d seen just about every complication possible in childbirth. I kept sewing on the side, and I made sure that I was a walking advertisement. The money came slowly sometimes, because those communities aren’t wealthy. Occasionally, I was driven away by local healers who felt threatened. But, one way or the other, we got by.”

Belvedere scowled at Silveo. “Except whenever you did anything awful. Then the broadsheet artists would sell pictures of you and the priestess and your officers for months!”

“Belvedere,” said his mother in a warning tone.

Silveo sipped his tea. “How unfortunate.”

Gus cleared his throat. “Is this a good time to ask whether you remember me?”

Silveo raised one eyebrow. “While I could probably count the girls on one hand—” He stopped. “Wait a moment... Gus Creevy. Oh! But then where’s—?” He sat up straighter and turned towards the other table.

“Silas is over there,” said Gus patiently.

Silveo blinked. “Gods. When was the last time I saw you two? But that means... Where’s the Albatross?”

Gus’s face fell.

“Oh,” said Silveo. “Oh dear.”

Gerard started to ask for an explanation, but Gwain had come in. “Good morning! I was planning to introduce some of the Anemones to some of the Fangs today, but I find you have already met!”

“Yes,” said Silveo. “We seem to have many unlikely connections.”

“I hope to have more,” said Gwain with a gleam in his eyes. “I understand you know Silas?”

“I do.”

Basil had taken Gwain’s appearance as a signal that the serious conversation was over. He approached their table rubbing his hands together. “I have invited everyone to dinner and cards aboard the Nightingale this evening. I hope you’ll all come.” He looked at Silveo and Gerard. “I’ve heard the Anemone’s story, but I’m guessing you two haven’t. It’s an evening’s worth of entertainment for sure.”

“Excellent!” said Gwain. “We’ll talk then.”

Silveo gave a little smirk. “You invited Silas Ackleby to play cards?”

Basil cocked his head. “Should I not have?”

Silveo shrugged. “Just don’t bet your ship.”

Belvedere had gotten off his chair and curled up with the jaguar under the table. Silveo lifted the edge of the cloth to look at them. “Could I talk to you for a moment, Belvedere?”

“No, thank you.” The child’s voice was neutral. Gerard couldn’t tell whether he was trying to be unfriendly or whether he was just overwhelmed.

Silveo hesitated. “I know some other kids who might like to meet you.”

That got Belvedere’s attention. “Other kids?”

“Yes, we have a bunch of orphans from Sern—a few sailors’ kids, too. They’ve been assigned chores around the castle. They’re probably cleaning the griffin nest boxes about now. Then they’ve got writing lessons and sword practice.” Belvedere had come out from under the table. Gerard guessed that other children had not been a prominent feature in his upbringing. “On second thought, maybe you shouldn’t meet them,” continued Silveo. “They’re horrible pickpockets, and they swear like drunken lemurs. Probably a terrible influe—”

“I don’t mind,” said Belvedere. “I mean...if you’re...if they’re here anyway...”

He glanced at his mother.

Glossy looked a little uncertain, but she nodded. “Take Theseus.”

“That will certainly prevent anyone from picking your pocket,” said Silveo. He got up from the table and started towards the far end of the hall. He didn’t look back and, after a moment, Belvedere followed, one hand gripping the fur of the enormous cat. The jaguar’s boxy head came level with the child’s even though Theseus was slouching.

Gerard heard Belvedere say, “Just so you know, I don’t need a dad.”

“Thank the gods,” said Silveo. “I certainly don’t need a kid. Does that thing talk?”

“He’s not a thing. He’s a jaguar and also a book. His name is Theseus. We’re brothers. Of course he talks.”

“Well, I don’t care if you’re third cousins as long as he walks a little farther away from me. How exactly is he a book?”

Gerard smiled as he watched them disappear through the door. Maybe it was worth coming back to Holovarus, after all. Unfortunately, one of his new town watch officers had hurried into the garden, and Gerard doubted the news he brought would be so charming. “Sir,” he muttered, “I’m sorry to interrupt, but we found another one.”

Gerard rose wearily. “I’m coming.” Marlie, Glossy, and Gus were murmuring to one another. Gerard cleared his throat. “Marlie, I understand that you were recently Maijhan Sea Watch?”

She raised her bright green eyes with a guarded expression. “Port Authority, actually.”

“Since we’ve been stranded here, Silveo and I volunteered to help my father and brother build a more robust town watch. We’ve gotten some good people from across the crescent. It hasn’t been easy, of course. There wasn’t much more than a basic night watch before we came, but with all the refugees, it’s gotten more complicated. I was wondering whether I might bring you in as a consultant on a series of murders. I’m about to go look at the latest.”

Marlie rose at once. “I would be happy to help.”
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Chapter 7. Cards and Murder

[image: image]


The newest victim turned out to be one of Theresa’s goldsmiths—a grishnard man in his fifties, currently lying in an alley on the east end of town. The frosty winter morning had kept the corpse fresh, but Gerard could still smell the reek of the victim’s evacuated bowels. It had taken the police some time to identify him, because he was missing his face in addition to one arm.

“The last person to see him alive was a waitress at The Amorous Squid,” said Gerard’s watch officer, a local recruit from Holovarus-9. “According to her, he left just before dusk and mentioned that he was going straight back to the castle.”

“The Squid is a tavern a few blocks that way,” said Gerard to Marlie. “He was probably doing exactly as he said—returning to the castle along the street. We’ve implemented a strict curfew. No one is to be out of doors between sunset and sunrise unless they’ve got a pass from the watch or the castle.”

Marlie was walking slowly around the body, sniffing. “How’s that working?”

“Well, it did curb the murders,” said Gerard. “We went from almost one a day to one every two or three days.”

Marlie glanced up at him. “So people honored your curfew? Are your police beating defaulters?”

Gerard snorted. “No. We tried fining them, but some don’t have much, and it creates more problems than it solves. In the end, we just enlarged the jail a bit. We bring defaulters back and confine them until morning. We tell them it’s for their own safety. Most come willingly, and those that don’t are usually drunk. For the first yellow month, we had a crowded jail, but it’s gotten better. I think people are motivated by the desire not to be murdered.”

“Mmm... And I’m guessing they like you, too. That always makes it easier.”

Gerard gave a little bow. He forced himself to look at the body. I keep thinking I’ll get used to this. “What you see here is typical—mutilated corpse, some pieces missing, but never the same pieces.”

“Really?”

Gerard shook his head. “Sometimes it’s a hand, sometimes a whole arm, sometimes the head, sometimes a foot...”

Marlie nodded. The state of the corpse did not seem to trouble her. She’d crouched down right over the meaty mess of the victim’s head. Ignoring the few winter flies, she unbuttoned his shirt and had a look over his neck and chest. Then she gently turned his head. “Broken neck. He died fast.” She picked up his hands and examined them. “Nothing under the nails. No bruising on the arms. No defensive wounds. He didn’t get a chance to fight.”

“Anything in the pockets?” Gerard asked his watch officer.

“A small knife, gloves, and handkerchief, sir. Also a purse with four gold cowries and two speckled.”

“The attacker isn’t a thief, then,” said Marlie.

Gerard folded his hands behind his back. “To our knowledge, not a single cowry has been taken from any of the victims by the killer. People do loot the bodies, of course, if we don’t find them first, but our murderer does not seem motivated by gold.”

Marlie frowned. “You sure about that?” Still crouching, she leaned over and began plucking things out of the dirt. Gerard came forward for a closer look.

“We saw those,” interjected the officer. “We figured the attacker broke the necklace when it...ripped half his head off.”

Gerard saw that Marlie was examining a number of gold chain links. She stood and poured them into Gerard’s palm. “There’s a bruise on the back of his neck—pretty substantial. Might have been what killed him.”

Gerard pushed the broken links around with his finger. Marlie stepped away from the corpse and dusted herself off. “You think that someone grabbed the necklace,” said Gerard, “and used it to break his neck before ripping half his head off?”

“Maybe.” Marlie began walking around the body in ever-widening circles. “I don’t suppose you ever find footprints?”

Gerard sighed. “We find plenty. As I said, these are desperate times, and bodies have been looted. Nothing is consistent, though. We find hoofprints around one body, pawprints around another—all sizes, canid and felid.”

“This one had no prints,” put in the officer, “just a lot of scuff marks.”

“Silveo is an excellent tracker,” continued Gerard, “and he says there’s no consistent scent signature. He thinks...” Gerard hesitated.

Marlie watched him.

“He thinks it’s a gang,” said Gerard. “That might explain the brute force we see on the bodies and the obvious speed with which they’re killed. He thinks that when the attackers leave, they run in all directions. That would explain why there’s no single scent trail leading away.” Gerard stopped himself from saying more with his officer listening. “However,” he continued, “it does not explain why the victims are killed or...really...how. We rarely see the marks of conventional weapons, although we have seen quite a few broken necks.”

Marlie glanced at the officer. “You called the murderer ‘it.’ Why?”

The grishnard officer looked down at his boots. “Just a manner of speech, madam.”

Gerard sighed. “Some of the officers think it’s a monster.”

Marlie did not laugh. “Well, I do think you should consider the possibility that the killer is a talking beast. You have met Theseus, right? He would never do this...but he could.”

Gerard nodded. “I take your point.”

Marlie looked around the alley. “Brute force, pieces missing...could have been eaten. No interest in money... Beasts do run mad and kill for sport. And griffins can drop out of the sky and disappear the same way, leaving no scent trail. We tracked down a few rogue griffins in Port Royal. Have you been keeping a watch on the palace nest boxes?”

Gerard grimaced. “That is a reasonable line of inquiry.”

Marlie cocked her head at him. After a moment, she said, “Well, Your Highness...I think maybe we should visit this tavern. What did you call it? The Amorous Squid?”

*  *  *  *
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ANAROO STOOD IN THE antechamber of Holovarus Castle, wishing she could transport herself somewhere else by force of will. She’d come because Silas had asked and for Glossy’s sake. However, Anaroo was beginning to think that the best thing she could have done for everyone would have been to stay on the ship, where she would not be tempted to murder Belvedere’s father. Now, after an interminable breakfast, during which she’d stared fixedly at the back of Silveo’s head across the room, she was not allowed to flee, but must linger in this alien place while Silas chattered on and on to Gwain and the grishnard prince, Jaleel, about light-gas and the materials for making and capturing it.

Anaroo had never seen the inside of a grishnard castle before, but it was everything she had imagined—an intimidating wealth of stone, fabric, art, gold, and glass. The plate upon which she had eaten her breakfast must surely be worth more cowries than she’d seen in her first twenty years of life, to say nothing of the elaborate silver tea service and utensils.

This is the kind of place that hunters returned to, Anaroo found herself thinking. After they stalked us in our huts and tree houses, in our clothes of leather and grass and stolen scraps... They returned to their beds in places like this and put on silk and wool and linen and lace. And maybe they had a trophy for their wall.

And I am in bed with one of them. What is wrong with me?

That was when Silas’s warm hand folded around her clenched fist. Anaroo ignored it at first, although she didn’t pull away. Silas’s hands were always dry and steady, even when he was anxious—a card player’s hands. He was still talking to the other two, but he eased one finger inside her fist and then two...and then it wasn’t a fist anymore.

Jaleel seemed to register her expression abruptly. He looked around, noticed a zebra head on the far wall, and blanched. “Oh, dear. I apologize, my lady. Holovarus castle has been a grishnard fortress time-out-of-mind, and I’m afraid... I’ll have that taken down.”

Anaroo regarded him coolly. “No need. I have worn any number of grishnard pelts and claws.” It is not one zebra head that offends me, prince. It is the last two hundred years.

Jaleel clearly had no idea what to say.

“She has, too,” chimed in Gwain cheerfully. “I’ve seen them. So it sounds like we have enough artisans in the village to make the device, and you’re willing to sell us the oil of vitriol and iron?”

“Let’s hear nothing about selling,” said Jaleel.

“You are very kind,” said Silas. “I am in your debt.”

When at last they started down the castle steps, Gwain said, “Anaroo, I hope you’ll come to the card game this evening.”

She turned to him with all the pent up frustration of the morning pounding in her head. “So I can watch Silveo regale a room with his antics? So I can keep remembering charming snippets of that dungeon?” Images flashed through her head, but words failed her.

“You don’t want to watch me play cards with them?” asked Silas mildly.

Anaroo’s eyes narrowed. “You’re really going to play?”

Silas’s mouth twitched up. “They’re my friends.”

She laughed. “I’ll come.”
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Chapter 8. The Squid Again
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The Amorous Squid was nearly empty at mid-morning. The waitress, who must have been answering questions from the town watch not long ago, appeared pale and haggard. When they were alone, Marlie said, “Your Highness, forgive me, but may I ask...have you done much of this?”

“It’s just Gerard. And no, not really. I wasn’t captain of the Temple Police for long. Silveo hasn’t done much of this, either. He mostly chased pirates.” And before that, he would have been more likely to commit the murders than to solve them.

Marlie nodded. “I worked for the Maijhan Port Authority, first as an artist and later as a tracker. I was also loaned to the city watch on a fairly frequent basis. I tracked down a lot of missing people and a lot of killers, in addition to sniffing out contraband cargo, smuggled goods, and the occasional stowaway.”

Gerard’s ears perked up. “I am delighted to hear it! And I’m very willing to hear advice.”

Marlie smiled. “Well, you’re not doing badly.” She hesitated. “There was something you wanted to say back there over the body, and you held back, I assume because you didn’t want your officer to hear.”

Gerard glanced around to make sure the waitress was nowhere nearby. “Three yellow moons ago, Silveo and I were walking back to the castle from this very tavern. We passed an alley, and I could have sworn I saw a group of children eating someone.”

Marlie’s eyebrows rose into her brown curls.

“We were walking fast and talking,” continued Gerard, “and it took me a moment to process what I thought I saw. Then I went running back to the alley. The group of children scattered, but we didn’t find anything. Silveo did say he could smell blood. Of course, they could have been eating meat of some kind. We hadn’t established a system for dealing with the refugees yet, and some were starving. It was very dark, and I could have been mistaken.”

Marlie waited.

Gerard drew a deep breath. “In addition, although I thought they were children, they could have been adult ocelons or even foxlings...although I thought I saw felid tails. I don’t like to say this in front of the watch officers. We’ve had interspecies unrest since the refugees arrived. Holovarus is a small place without much species diversity. Most of the first wave of refugees were ocelons, although we’re getting all kinds now. The local grishnards were leery of the ocelon refugees at first. This started to improve when the refugees helped us fend off some slavers. It’s been better since then, and I don’t want to ignite the situation again by spreading rumors that ocelons are killing people.”

“Hmm.” Marlie sipped her ale.

Gerard shook his head. “It seems more likely that I saw children from the refugee ships, and they were eating something they’d found or stolen.”

“Did you look for them? Surely Holovarus can’t have an abundance of street children.”

Gerard nodded. “Other people reported seeing groups of wandering children, and, no, we’ve never had a problem with homeless children until now. No one has been able to catch them or talk to them, and they seem to disappear for long periods. I’ve concluded that they’re coming and going from one of the ships—not really homeless, just poorly maintained.”

“What species?” asked Marlie.

Gerard sighed. “Some say they’re ocelons, some foxlings, some grishnards, some a mixed group. Everyone who’s seen them reports a ragged, dirty pack of indeterminate age. Hard to be sure of species in those circumstances.”

Marlie considered. “For the murders, I still lean towards the idea of a beast. Children could not do what we saw in that alley. Most adult grishnards couldn’t do it with their bare hands, and that looked like bare-handed work. I gather you think the castle griffins are incapable of something like this?”

“I do,” said Gerard, “but I will look into it. Your theory makes a lot of sense.”

“Could be a griffin from one of the ships,” offered Marlie. “Could even be a feral that’s hiding up in the woods above the castle.”

Gerard nodded wearily. “You’re absolutely right. I will widen my range of suspects.”

“My other theory is someone on a pegasus,” said Marlie. “You did say that you’ve found hoofprints around some of the bodies?”

Gerard nodded.

“A rider could come and go without leaving a trail,” said Marlie, “and the kick of a pegasus could do some of the blunt-force trauma you’ve seen. A rider on a flying mount can also do some strange things to a victim.”

Gerard grimaced.

“I say a rider,” continued Marlie, “because pegasus are not normally predatory. However, I can well-imagine a pegasus running mad and killing. It’s a wonder more of them don’t, considering how we treat them in Wefrivain. So maybe you should look for a feral pegasus in the woods.”

Gerard nodded. Gwain had already begun campaigning for the release of the islands’ few pegasus on the grounds that they were no different from faun slaves. So far, Lord Holovar had not rendered a verdict, although he had suspended the use of pegasus as food animals. This hadn’t provoked much grumbling, as pegasus were relatively expensive compared to non-talking food animals. Most captive pegasus on Holovarus were used as mounts. Wild pegasus were hunted for food and pelts, especially during their migration, but tame animals were not often eaten.

“Oh,” said Gerard suddenly, “there was one other strange thing. I’m not sure it’s related, but it keeps niggling in my mind.” He gathered his thoughts, sipped his drink, and then said, “Some of the first murders were between two ships—the Raven and the Waxwing. They are foxling and ocelon ships respectively. Silveo said they were rival gangs from Sern—the Fluffies and the Sleeks, he called them.”

Marlie rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’ve dealt with them before.”

“I think,” said Gerard slowly, “that those murders are part of this whole pattern, but I’m still not sure. At the time, I believed they were part of the rivalry between these two ships.”

Marlie nodded. “It wouldn’t be the first time those two groups have done each other a mischief.”

“Well, it was quite a mischief,” said Gerard. “It involved the deaths of some children. Anyway, both groups swore they didn’t do it, so I hired someone from each to find out who did.”

Marlie chuckled.

“They came back the next day,” continued Gerard, “and I’ve never seen anyone so anxious to get out of my courtroom. Representatives from both ships apologized for wasting my time, completely exonerated their rivals, said the deaths had been accidents, and more-or-less fled. In the three yellow months since, I haven’t heard a word out of them—no fighting, no accusations. Their ships are still here, and sometimes the locals complain that they’re floating brothels, but the two groups are keeping very quiet.”

Marlie listened to the story with a growing frown. “That does sound uncharacteristic.”

“It might have nothing to do with the other murders,” said Gerard, “and as long as they’re not making trouble or killing one another, I really don’t care. But I can’t help feeling as though that incident was the beginning of all the rest.”

The two of them sat in silence for a while. They’d talked almost non-stop for the last quarter watch—first about the town and the new police force, then about the body and the murders. Their conversation had, however, been entirely business-oriented, and Gerard was a little surprised when Marlie said, “Silveo seems to be handling this well.”

Gerard shook his head. “You didn’t see him come running into our room after he glimpsed Belvedere in the foyer. He could hardly get words out.”

Marlie thought for a moment. “He’s not quite what I expected...given his reputation.”

“Well, he’s changed a lot over the past year.” Although he’s still quick with a knife and an insult. “He’s also...” How do I explain Silveo in a few sentences to a stranger? “He’s maybe not the best judge of his own character.”

Marlie raised one eyebrow.

“What I mean,” said Gerard, “is that I don’t think he would have hurt Glossy and Belvedere—not eleven years ago, not ever. But I do think she was right to stay away. The Priestess killed one of Silveo’s closest friends because she thought he was making Silveo less useful. Morchella could make him do things he wouldn’t have done otherwise. I’m not excusing anything he did back then, but he’s...complicated.”

Marlie smiled. “So is Glossy. You think she’s as simple as a pretty dress, but pretty dresses aren’t actually simple...and neither is she.”

Gerard watched her curiously. “Have you known her long?”

Marlie shook her head. “I haven’t known any of them for more than a few months. We went through some hard things together, though. We sort of...became a family.” For the first time, she looked a little uncomfortable.

Gerard gave her a reassuring smile. “I know what that’s like.” He raised his glass. “Here’s to family.”
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Chapter 9. Unusual Families
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That evening, as they got ready to go out to the Nightingale, Gerard continued to mull over Marlie’s observations. Why didn’t I consider a griffin before? I suppose I just don’t want to think about griffins.

Silveo seemed lost in thought as well, but more cheerful, sometimes smiling or laughing at random. He was sitting on the bed, half-dressed in his  trousers and unbuttoned shirt, brushing his tail, when he said abruptly, “He seems awfully young for eleven.”

It took Gerard a moment to realize that he was talking about Belvedere. “He’s been sheltered,” Gerard agreed.

Silveo stared, unseeing, at the bedspread. “I don’t think I was ever so young.”

You mean “innocent,” thought Gerard, but he didn’t say it.

“He doesn’t want to be thought young, of course,” continued Silveo, “He said to me at one point, ‘I know everything about babies.’”

Gerard snorted a laugh.

“That cat of his...” Silveo shuddered.

“It’s an impressive beast.”

“It’s more than impressive. If you stroke its fur backwards, you find it’s got a full-body tattoo with detailed instructions on making jager guns. It was intended as a gift from the jagers to Culowen.”

Gerard’s eyes widened. “Well, that could be usef—”

Silveo spoke as though he hadn’t heard. “Belvedere would be appalled it if he knew we were calling the jaguar ‘it.’ Theseus is his brother, he tells me.” Silveo flopped back on the bed and stared at the ceiling.

“Jager guns—” began Gerard again.

“Glossy didn’t know where he got that red streak in his hair, but I do. He got it from my mother.”

“Do you think we might really be able to make a gun?”

Silveo glanced at him. “What?”

Gerard gave up. He sat down on the bed and pulled Silveo into his lap. 

Silveo seemed to curl in on himself. “Do you know how many times I railed against my mother for carelessly bringing me into existence?”

Gerard put both arms around him. “Do you think your mother was any older than Glossy was when she had Belvedere?”

“Maybe not. I don’t know. There’s so much I don’t know, Gerard. Like anything at all about babies.”

Gerard smiled.

“I was thinking about my mother,” continued Silveo. “If she had a name other than Tricksy, I don’t know what it was. That’s what everyone called her, except for me. Pathetic, right?”

Gerard had to agree, but he said nothing.

When Silveo spoke again, he sounded more like himself. “I wish Glossy hadn’t given him a name that rhymes with Lamire.”

Gerard snorted. “She didn’t even know who you were when she named him.”

“I suppose not. But...Belvedere. It’s an awful big name for a little foxling. A grishnard-sounding name.”

“I’m sure she wanted to call him something respectable,” said Gerard before he thought better of it.

“More respectable than Tricksy or Silveo or Glossy?” asked Silveo with a hint of sarcasm.

“I didn’t mean that the way it sou—”

Silveo raised his head and kissed him. Gerard was conscious of the warm weight of Silveo’s body, the softness of his dense tail against Gerard’s bare arms. Silveo broke the kiss and rested his head on Gerard’s shoulder. “I wish I could show Belvedere the Fang. I wish...” It was the first time he’d spoken of the ship since they’d lost her.

You wish we could go home, thought Gerard, because that ship was home to you.

Silveo answered Gerard’s thought, though Gerard had not meant to share it. “But Holovarus is home to you. And your family wants you to stay...don’t they?”

Gerard sighed. “We need to get over to the Nightingale.”

Silveo did not move from his lap. “The town’s folk certainly want you to stay. And so does your father. That’s what he talked to you about on Maijha Minor, isn’t it? He wants you to inherit the throne and Jaleel’s child will—”

“Silveo,” began Gerard, but Silveo was still talking.

“You fit so well here, Gerard. I saw it the first time we came. This is the place where you belong.”

“You are my home. Home is where your family is, and you are my family, Silveo. You and Dakar and that whole crew. Yes, and Gwain and Lu and, gods help us, Basil.” He remembered what Marlie had said and continued with more confidence. “You are the family I chose, the family I made.”

Silveo drew back his head to look at Gerard, eyes searching his face.

“You are correct that Father tried to talk me into returning...returning as heir with Jaleel’s child to inherit. But I don’t think that would be fair to Jaleel. I believe Jaleel and Elizabet will be kind, intelligent rulers. I believe that you would eventually be miserable here, and that would make me miserable, Silveo.”

Silveo rolled his eyes. “You’re never happy unless you’re sacrificing, are you?”

Gerard felt annoyed. “I am not sacr—”

“I could get along here.”

“You would be a novelty.”

Silveo smirked. “I’m always a novelty.”

Well, that’s true enough.

Silveo slid down from his lap. “We can talk about this later. I just don’t want you to leave Holovarus because of me. I don’t want to be the reason you give up your kingdom.”

It was good enough for Thess, thought Gerard, but that wasn’t quite true, either. He tried to change the subject. “What did Mouse and Dakar and the others think of Belvedere?”

Silveo walked over to the dressing table and started fastening earrings. “Not sure. They were surprised, but they didn’t get to talk much. That group of children is quite large now—about thirty, I think, what with the sailors’ kids and a few from the castle staff. They were all in the practice yard. Belvedere got to wave a wooden sword around. That seemed to please him. Then I took him back to his mother. I’m going to bring our group of orphans this evening—just Mouse, Dakar, and the ocelons—and they can meet properly.”

“What was that you said over breakfast about an albatross?” asked Gerard.

“Oh!” Silveo glanced over his shoulder. “Nobody told you?”

“I was with the police all morning and in court all afternoon,” said Gerard. “I did speak briefly with Basil, but he just said it was a good story and that I should hear it from Spots and Stripes.”

Silveo barked a laugh.

“That is what he’s been calling the freckled grishnard and his zed mate,” continued Gerard, “although I hope not to their faces.”

Silveo was speechless with mirth. Gerard busied himself with buttoning his shirt and selecting a waistcoat. When Silveo had gotten himself under control, he said, “Well, I don’t know anything about ‘Stripes,’ but ‘Spots’ is one of the most talented airship captains in Wefrivain—Silas Ackleby. Gus Creevy—the grishnard from breakfast—is his first mate. They’re successful smugglers who do quite a bit of work for Culowen. I’m sure that’s why they had the jaguar aboard. I would bet any amount of money that they’ve been smuggling our book this summer.”

Gerard brightened. “We’ll have to thank them.”

“I sailed with them several times during my assassin years,” continued Silveo. “They’re cheerful scoundrels and good at what they do. Rumor had it that Silas won his airship at a card table, so I wouldn’t recommend gambling with anything you value this evening.”

“Wasn’t planning to,” said Gerard.

“I’m surprised that Basil didn’t know,” continued Silveo, “but maybe they never crossed paths. I don’t think Silas spent any time on waterborne ships, and he’d already pulled away from high stakes gambling when I met him. He was living as a grishnard, and I think he was afraid of exposure.”

“Living as a grishnard?” echoed Gerard.

“He’s a leon,” said Silveo.

“I see... A leon and a zed. That’s an unusual pairing.”

Silveo waggled his eyebrows. “Just slightly more unusual than a foxling and a grishnard.”

“Just slightly,” agreed Gerard.

“I don’t know anything about the zed,” continued Silveo. “Silas’s airship was the Scarlet Albatross. I gather it was destroyed a couple of yellow months ago. Frankly, I’m surprised Silas didn’t go down with her. He was that sort of captain.”

Gerard considered all this. “Well, I shall be happy to hear their story. Are you ready to go?”

Silveo fastened his waistcoat and moved towards the door. “Gus was always fond of the ladies. I’m not surprised he ended up with two.”

Gerard followed him down the tower steps. “Two?”

“Well, yes, Glossy and what’s-her-name. The ocelon.”

Gerard stopped walking. “You mean, they’re...?”

Silveo glanced over his shoulder. “Wasn’t that obvious? Oh, Gerard, don’t look so naive; it’s embarrassing.”

“Yes, but...” Gerard started walking again. He remembered what Marlie had said about families. After a moment, he laughed. “Belvedere has gone from having only one parent to...a bewildering number.”

Silveo laughed. “I don’t think he sees anyone as a parent other than Glossy.”

“What about the rest of the children? Aren’t we taking them with us?”

“I sent them a quarter watch ago,” said Silveo over his shoulder. “They like to play dice with Basil’s hunti, although gods know they’re horrible cheats.” 
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Chapter 10. Plans for the Evening
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Anaroo almost changed her mind again before the card game. She felt strangely queasy and wondered whether she might be getting sick. It took her a quarter watch to identify her symptoms as anxiety. Anaroo felt disgusted. What sort of a warrior developed paralyzing anxiety before a card game? It must be old age. Zeds were never meant to live so long. Gods, how embarrassing.

She wandered down to the dispensary with the notion that she might make her excuses to Glossy. There she found Gus modeling a striking red velvet waistcoat, while Glossy circled him, making little adjustments with pins. Marlie was watching with amusement from a hammock, a book open across her lap. “It’s good enough for this evening,” Glossy was saying, “although I’ll probably adjust it here and here for future.”

“I am certain that I have never looked so dapper,” said Gus, arms held high so that Glossy could walk around him.

“I’m certain you’re right,” said Marlie from the hammock. “You look like a proper merchant and hardly at all like one of Culowen’s thugs.”

“Last I checked, my thug license expired in— Oh, hello, Anaroo.”

Anaroo stepped into the room, feeling awkward, no longer certain of what she wanted to say.

Glossy smiled at her. “Thank you for coming today. I know you’ve got history with Silveo, but it was very good for me and Belvedere to meet him. You should have seen his face, Anaroo. I truly believe he was pleased to know us—startled and a little frightened, but pleased in the end. I appreciate your forbearance more than I can say.” She broke off suddenly. “Are you feeling well? Come in and sit down. You look ill.”

Anaroo felt weak and foolish. She squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. “I’m well enough, thank you. Only something about the rich food at breakfast did not agree with me.”

Marlie scrambled up. “Let me give you something to settle your stomach.”

Anaroo nodded. She sat at the dispensary table while Marlie rummaged in a cabinet. Maybe I do need something for my stomach. That breakfast included more butter than I’ve eaten in years. Maybe that’s what’s wrong with me.

Glossy eyed her side-long, still fussing with Gus’s waistcoat. “Anaroo...I don’t suppose you’d let me make you a dress? I could whip something up in no time from one of—”

Anaroo turned towards her with a scowl, and Glossy subsided at once. Anaroo tried to think of something that would not sound offensive. “I feel strange enough in these grishnard places without wearing their clothes.”

Glossy made soothing noises. “Of course, I’m sorry. But if you change your mind...oh, I could make you such a dress!”

“I will not change my mind,” muttered Anaroo. She’d worn her share of skirts on Maijha Minor, but never a grishnard dress. The idea seemed like the final insult—an invasion of her personal appearance.

“You could at least wear something besides sailcloth,” began Glossy hesitantly.

“Gloss,” said Gus. “I think Roo has made all the accommodations for panauns lately that she can stand. Just be glad that she’s wearing clothes.”

Anaroo looked at him gratefully. Gus sat down across from her and patted her hand. “Thanks for not killing anyone at breakfast.”

Anaroo grimaced. “I’m getting good at not killing people.”

“You know you don’t have to come to the card game.”

Oh, but I do. “I’ll be fine.”

Marlie set what looked like a glass of chalky water in front of her and a couple of charcoal pills. “You really don’t have to. I’m not.”

“You’re not coming?” asked Glossy with a flicker of disappointment.

“No,” said Marlie cheerfully. “I’m going to do Gerard Holovar a favor and visit a ship called the Waxwing. It’s crewed by an old ocelon family from Sern known as the Sleeks—more of a gang than a family, really.”

Gus looked interested. “I know them. Well, I know of them. They work for Culowen sometimes.”

“They work for everybody sometimes,” said Marlie. “Gerard thinks they may be involved in a string of murders that Holovarus has been dealing with since the refugees arrived.” She looked at Glossy. “There’s a foxling ship, too—the Raven—crewed by a rival family, the Fluffies. I might need your help if I decide I need to get in there. The ocelons will let me visit because...well, because I’m an ocelon and also a healer. I’m ostensibly coming to trade medical supplies.”

Glossy looked uncertain. “Be careful. I’ve made a practice of avoiding murders.”

Marlie grinned. “Murder—it’s what pays the rent.”

Gus grimaced. “And you call me a thug.”

Marlie spread her hands. “I’m going as a favor to Gerard.”

“You’re going because you want to,” said Glossy. “Have fun.”

“I will.”

Anaroo left them arguing good-naturedly. She stopped by the kitchen galley and downed an extra glass of water to wash the taste of Marlie’s concoction out of her mouth, then went looking for Silas. She found him in the officer’s dining cabin with Percival, playing cards amid clouds of poppy smoke. For once, Anaroo didn’t mind. She sat down and took a few deep breaths. The sunset shone bright through a west-facing window, making the smoke glow golden.

Silas glanced at her, but said nothing. Anaroo had walked in on these games innumerable times in the past yellow month, but she’d never once found the two of them in conversation. They weren’t even playing a real betting game, just a children’s game. Anaroo was reminded of how Silas had used to smoke and play cards with himself in the keelhead basket almost every evening. This seemed like the same sort of meditative activity. Gus had even slipped once and called the officer’s cabin “the basket,” a reminder that had made Silas dismal for days afterward.

Sometimes, Anaroo thought that the card games might have more to them. Silas and Percival had both suffered huge losses recently—Percival his arm, Silas his ship. Grief loves company, she thought. Then, too, it was obvious that they had been friends long before they became enemies. There were times when Anaroo thought she glimpsed a subtle form of communication in the cards—a silent, slow conversation.

She’d been sitting there for a while, thinking, when Silas said, “Something wrong, Anaroo?”

She shook her head.

Percival looked worse than usual today—his skin ashy and tinged yellow, his pale blond hair sparse and straw-like. He was wearing a green and gold dressing gown. Anaroo couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him in proper clothes. He’d propped his cards in a little stand that one of the sailors had made for him. He picked through them delicately with his single hand before raising his pipe again. Anaroo wondered how much more of Silas’s poppy remained and whether it was currently doing the patient more harm than good. Anaroo knew that poppy dulled hunger, and Percival certainly needed to eat.

The smoke did make her feel a little more relaxed though. At last, Anaroo said, “Are you coming this evening, Captain?”

He glanced up in surprise, his honey-gold eyes the only thing alive in his gaunt face. “I— Coming where?”

Silas looked up from his cards. “You should come. We’re invited to the Nightingale to play cards with Silveo and his mate and a bunch of other people. The captain’s name is Basil. I think he knows you? He knows Layjen at least.”

Percival nodded slowly. “I know Basil. He was over here earlier, although I let Layjen deal with him.”

“I believe you’d have to put on clothes,” said Anaroo placidly, “although maybe not. It has been suggested to me that I might consider a grishnard dress, and I’m certainly not going to do that.”

Percival smiled.

“Gwain is coming,” continued Anaroo. “He wants to talk to everyone about the airship.”

Percival’s ears pricked. “The Cormorant?” He thought for a moment. “It’s a real card game?”

“Maijhan Scuttlebones,” said Silas, “as real as it gets.”

They played on for a while, and Anaroo watched the sunset. She was feeling almost mellow when Gus came stomping into the room and boomed. “Time to go, Skipper! The small boat’s alongside...if you still want to make enemies of our new friends.”

Silas peered at him. “You’re looking stylish.”

“Glossy dressed me. I’m sure she’d dress you, too, if you allowed it.”

Silas’s mouth twitched up. “I’m sure that would make Needles weep.”

Needles had assigned himself as Silas and Anaroo’s personal steward. Anaroo had never had a servant and wasn’t sure what to think of this. Silas accepted the little offerings of soap, tea, washing, and mending with absent-minded goodwill, but this was the first time Anaroo had heard him acknowledge the relationship.

Silas laid down his cards, rose and stretched. Gus made a little bow to Percival. “Good evening, Captain.”

“Percy’s coming with us,” said Silas.

Percival looked startled. Anaroo was certain that he’d been on the verge of saying no.

“Dressed like that?” ventured Gus.

“I assume he’ll be wearing clothes,” said Silas, “although I could be wrong.”

Percival said nothing for a moment. He looked from Silas to Gus to Anaroo. Finally, he rose, moving stiffly. “Well...I suppose I’d better go change.”
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Chapter 11. Cheating and Winning
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Anaroo wondered later whether Silas had invited Percival partially to give her something else to think about. The weakness of his prolonged illness, combined with the fact that he was missing an arm, made simple tasks a challenge. Percival had been fortunate to lose his left arm, since he was right-handed. He was at least dexterous with the hand he possessed. However, he had not yet mastered the quick way of grabbing and letting go of a rope or ladder that Anaroo had seen from other one-handed shelts. She wondered whether Percival even realized that he could learn to climb again.

Layjen rigged a bosun’s chair the moment he realized that Percival intended to accompany them to the Nightingale. The chair was ready and waiting by the time the captain had dressed, and he was delivered quickly and neatly into the small boat. However, Anaroo could tell that it wounded him. Bosun’s chairs were for landlubbers, the elderly, or the drunk. Not even Theseus required a bosun’s chair, lack of thumbs notwithstanding.

At the Nightingale, Gus, who was serving as coxswain, did not choose to call for another chair, but bundled Percival over the side with a little help from Anaroo and the hunti rowers. Anaroo wasn’t sure which manner of transfer Percival found more humiliating. He gave a muttered, “Thank you,” when Gus helped him onto the deck, but said nothing else and didn’t look anyone in the eyes.

Gus did his best not to make a production of it, but turned immediately to give Glossy and Belvedere a hand up and to shout at Theseus not to claw the ship’s gingerbread work on his way over the side. Then Basil was welcoming them to the Nightingale amid a whirl of drinks and tasty morsels of food, proffered by smartly-dressed sailors. Belvedere was reintroduced to half a dozen children of about his own age, including two foxlings, one black and one red. As the group moved off, Anaroo heard him say, “Did you know that jaguars can bite harder than any other cat? They bite through their prey’s skull. Lions and tigers just suffocate theirs.”

That might not be the best thing to say to new friends, Belvedere, she thought. Not that I’m likely to do any better this evening.

The Nightingale’s dining cabin was not quite as luxurious as the Anemone’s, but it was comfortable, with padded chairs, beautiful fabrics, and elegant dishware. Glossy and Gus began chattering away to Basil’s mate, an ocelon healer named Lu, and Basil managed to get Percival talking about the Anemone’s amazing figurehead and the artist who’d designed it. Soon after, they were joined by Gwain. He and Anaroo fell to reminiscing about past feasts on Maijha Minor.

By the time Silveo and Gerard arrived from the castle, Anaroo had had two glasses of wine and was feeling magnanimous. Gerard thanked Silas and Gus for smuggling so many copies of Gwain’s forbidden book that summer, and Silveo chimed in with questions about where and how the books had been distributed. Anaroo found that Silveo’s voice did not grate on her, and his comments occasionally made her smile. However, she couldn’t quite bring herself to look him in the face. She thought that if she could get through the evening without looking at him, she would be alright. This seemed likely, as they were not sitting directly across from each other, and Silveo did not seem particularly interested in her.

Somewhere in the midst of all this talking, Basil dealt the cards. Glossy asked to be excluded, but it was obvious that everyone else knew how to play. There were no partners, since they were playing with so many people, and Basil kept score on a scrap of sailcloth at his elbow. Bets were modest and based on an honor system—no real money in sight.

Since the amounts were so negligible, Anaroo told herself that it would do Silveo no real harm to have some bad luck this evening. She proceeded to amuse herself by sabotaging him at every opportunity. Anaroo was an indifferent card player, but she was an excellent cheat. Since she was not cheating to win, she doubted that anyone would notice.

Silas, meanwhile, began to accumulate a pile of cards at his elbow. At first, the flow of talk was so brisk that no one seemed to notice, but after a while, Basil developed an annoyed frown. He gave Silas a suspicious look when he retrieved the stack to redeal them. Slowly, talk at the table died away. People began to consider each play more carefully. They went through one hand in near-silence.

“What is he doing?” asked Gwain at last, more confused than angry.

“Counting cards,” said Silveo and Basil at the same time—Silveo amused, Basil disgusted.

Gwain licked his lips. “But...we’re playing with three decks.”

Silas said nothing, so half the heads at the table turned towards Gus. He raised his hands. “Don’t look at me! All I know is that he doesn’t play with people he doesn’t like...not unless there’s a lot of money at stake.”

“But...three decks?” repeated Gwain. “Is he cheating? I’m just curious. The Great Lodge on Maijha Minor sees a lot of high stakes card games.”

“He’s not cheating,” said Percival. “I’ve seen him do it with four.”

“Counting cards and doing odds ratios in his head,” said Silveo. “Anyone can learn it on paper, but to do it fast and read the other players correctly...you need talent.”

Silas didn’t usually talk about the way he played. Anaroo was a little surprised when he glanced at Percival and said, “I start to get confused with four decks.”

“That time in The Pigeon...”

“That time at The Pigeon, I got lucky. And Lord Anton had a clear tell.”

“Doing math like that in your head helps with geometry,” offered Percival to the rest of the group. “Airships involve a lot of geometry.”

“The two of you involve a lot of geometry,” Basil muttered into his cards.

“Excuse me?”

Silveo snickered. “Basil just isn’t accustomed to losing eight hands in a row. Silas, Gwain thought you might be able to fly the airship in Malabar Harbor...assuming we could even get you aboard her. Is this as stupid an idea as I imagine?”

Silas considered. “I’d have to see her first. You said she was damaged.”

“Well, she was riding low,” said Gwain. “But that might be because she was heavy with jager guns.”

“I doubt the jagers know how to take care of an airship—” said Silveo.

“But,” interrupted Gwain, “they did get her all the way to the Small Kingdoms, so she must be airworthy.”

Percival rolled his eyes. “Look,” he said to Gwain and Silveo, “you don’t have to talk him into accepting the airship. She was built by his idol. He’d do anything just to have a look at her, let alone fly her!”

Anaroo glanced at Gus, but he looked just as confused as she felt.

“You know this ship?” asked Gwain.

Silas hesitated. “I know of her. Come to think of it...you might have seen her before. The jagers didn’t steal her from a mooring. They stole her from a museum...a museum built by Leopaard Maijha.”

“Really?” Gwain thought for a moment. “My father was fascinated by airships. He liked to build little working models. We flew them sometimes when I was a child.”

For a moment, Silas’s card-player’s mask dropped completely and he gave a genuine grin.

Well, if the beetles didn’t do it, that did, thought Anaroo.

“I don’t remember the Cormorant, though,” continued Gwain. “Is that really her name?”

Silas nodded and began to speak with more animation. “She was built about seventy years ago by a grishnard who went by the name of Amadae—a pseudonym; nobody knows for sure who he was, although he certainly had money. He pioneered many aspects of airships that we now take for granted. But his later creations grew more eccentric, and other ship-builders stopped copying him. The Cormorant was one of his last ships. Some say he died in her.”

“Most of his ships are owned by royals,” put in Percival. “It’s considered prestigious to own one. Ordinary people aren’t likely to get a look...although that doesn’t stop someone with an interest from poring over the designs that are available.”

“Amadae...” murmured Gus. He looked at Silas. “I do remember you talking about that. You got the idea for the reverse ballonet pumps from an Amadae.”

Anaroo was contemplating this, when Silveo said, “What did I ever do to you, Anaroo?”

She froze in the act of scooping up a handful of cards and risked a glance at him. Silveo was watching her with his head on one side. He’d hardly looked at her all evening, and she’d been certain that he was unaware of her subtle sabotage. He spoke in a conversational voice, “Cheating at cards is all about sleight-of-hand. It has that in common with assassinating people...which was my first profession. Well, my second.”

Against her better judgment, Anaroo raised her head and looked directly at him. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

Silveo’s posture changed to something less certain. He stared at her for an uncomfortable moment. “I seem to be in trouble lately with women I do not remember. Please tell me that I did not get you with child.”

Anaroo tossed down her cards. She felt a building pressure in her head, and now she could not stop looking at him. “You tortured me,” she hissed.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Gerard shift in his chair as though to reach for a weapon. Other people were moving and murmuring around her, but Anaroo continued to glare at Silveo. “I swore I’d wear the skins of those who chained me...but I’m not going to attack you for Silas’s sake and for Gwain’s and Glossy’s.” Her voice dropped to a snarl. “You’d better stay friends with my friends, Lamire.”

Silveo was watching her closely with his glass-blue eyes, his delicate features unreadable. “I’d make a lovely scarf,” he agreed, deadpan.

Anaroo bounced to her feet, cards scattering. Her long fingers splayed on the table and she leaned forward into Silveo’s face. “Tell one more joke, Lamire! Go on! One more!”

Before Silveo could say a word, Gerard’s arm shot around him, covering his mouth, and jerking the foxling back, away from Anaroo, and half into his lap. Silveo let out a muffled yelp. Anaroo saw that his tail, previously hidden behind his chair, was bristling hugely. “He’s not mocking you,” said Gerard. “I know it sounds like that, but he’s not. Please, can we all calm down?”

Anaroo felt Silas’s warm, steady hand on her arm. Across the table, Gwain murmured, “Anaroo, please...”

Anaroo glared over Silveo’s head at Gerard. “And you! M’lord in your castle with your silver and lace and gold and velvet... You were there, too.”

Gerard squinted at her. And finally she saw recognition. “You’re one of the zeds from the Watersprite,” he whispered.

“One of them. I’m sure it’s difficult to keep track. Wait, don’t tell me. We all look alike to you.”

Gerard’s hand fell away from Silveo’s mouth. They both stared at her. “One of the ones we took to Morchella at that last Moon Festival,” Silveo said at last. “Dakar messed with your head. I didn’t think there was...anything left.”

Nightmare flashes. A dark, dripping place. Questions. The sensation of having her limbs dislocated—agonizing pain. She’d been prepared for torture, prepared to die cursing them, prepared to take her secrets to her pyre.

Anaroo had not been prepared to find herself inexplicably back in her body, unharmed, but with the memory of pain still reverberating through her bones. Questions. Then her fingers were crushed. Only they weren’t. Then it got worse and stranger. She relived the loss of her first child in exquisite detail. More questions. Time jumbled together. Anaroo remembered the panic of half-understanding that she was losing her mind, the humiliation of weeping before her captors, of babbling secrets.

I am Anaroo of Kwarla-conch and the Defiance. I will destroy those who chained me. I will return to Maijha Minor. I will find my way home.

Only I won’t. I can’t. Anaroo forced herself to focus on her surroundings—the physical sensation of the polished wood under her fingers, the gently rising and falling ship beneath her hooves, the many-colored lamps around the cabin, Silas’s hand on her arm. She was conscious of all those eyes staring at her. The room seemed suddenly stifling. I will not run. Warriors do not run. But she didn’t trust herself to speak, either.

The gentle pressure of Silas’s hand brought her back down into her chair at last. She couldn’t meet Silveo’s eyes anymore.

“There wasn’t anything left,” said Silas, “for about a year. Spotty for another year after that. When I bought her as a capstan slave early in the fall, she still didn’t talk much, and when she did, it made no sense.”

Anaroo could almost feel her stripes burning on her skin. I am a faun in a room full of panauns who see me as a slave and food animal.

“No one from the Anemone would be here without her,” continued Silas. “I would not be here without her. Keep that in mind if you want me to do anything for you.”

Something inside Anaroo unclenched. She thought, with a new kind of horror, that she might start to cry. Old age does not suit me at all.

After a moment, Gerard said hesitantly, “We heard that your airship had an extraordinary journey this fall. We would be honored if you would share it.”

So Silas began, in an unhurried voice, with Gus occasionally interjecting. Silveo scooted back into his chair. He listened without interrupting as Silas told the story of their late season run, the storm, and the slaves’ escape. Percival had the grace to look uncomfortable when Silas got to their first “rescue” by the Anemone. But Silas glossed over the violence and moved on to their escape and the long, strange journey back across the crescent. He’d just gotten to the chase with the zed pirates, when a distant clamor erupted on deck. Anaroo heard running feet, confused shouting. Then came the unmistakable battle roar of a large cat. Gus sprang to his feet, upsetting his chair in the small space. “That’s Theseus!”
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Chapter 12. Trouble with the Kids
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Gerard’s first thought was, Boarding griffins! He vaulted over the table in his effort to reach the door and went pounding down the hall on Creevy’s heels. They leapt up the stairs to the deck, Gerard already reaching for his sword.

The scene, however, brought him up short. There stood the jaguar, as big as a griffin, bristling to his spotted tail-tip. Across from him stood a relatively small wyvern—her black scales glistening in the lantern light, wings thrown out to make her look bigger, and her back arched like an angry cat. Hunti sailors were shouting at them, but standing well away.

In the heartbeat it took Gerard to process the scene, Silveo bounded past him to skid to a stop between the snarling jaguar and the hissing wyvern. “Stop!” he barked in his quarterdeck voice. “Dakar, stand down! Do you hear me? Stand—down!”

Almost in the same instant, Creevy thundered, “Theseus, belay!” But he spoke from a more sensible distance.

Dakar responded by taking several steps back and folding her wings. Theseus continued to growl, but his hackles settled, and he went down on his belly. It was only then that Gerard saw Belvedere, crouched against the railing behind Theseus, sobbing. Mouse stood behind Dakar, fists clenched, his bobbed tail bristling. Gerard began to get an inkling of what might have happened.

He looked for the five ocelons and saw four of them at the far railing behind Mouse. At that moment, a small hand closed around his, and Gerard looked down to see one of the youngest, a girl of six, leaning against his leg.

He crouched and scooped her up. “What happened, Osha?”

“Belvedere and Mouse are fighting, sir.”

“I see that,” said Gerard. “How did it start?”

But the child only buried her head against his shoulder. Gerard went forward, carrying her. Glossy had reached Belvedere and cradled him in her arms. Theseus had backed away further to lie down beside them. Dakar flickered and was suddenly a little black foxling again. Gerard heard Silveo say, “Well, aren’t you all just Wefrivain-in-miniature! Who started this?”

Before he could say anything else, Mouse whirled and darted up the ratlines into the dark shrouds. “Mouse!” bellowed Silveo. “I am talking to you!”

But he was gone.

“Dakar, what happened?” asked Gerard.

Even Dakar’s usually unshakable calm seemed rattled. She took a few deep breaths, glaring across the deck at Theseus and Belvedere. Finally, she said, “Belvedere said something. Mouse hit him.”

A long pause.

“And then Theseus tried to protect Belvedere?” guessed Gerard. “And you tried to protect Mouse?”

Dakar nodded.

Silveo was shaking his head. “Dakar, did you bite anyone? You know you could kill anyone here, don’t you? You could do it so easily. You can’t just—”

“So could he!” she spat, pointing at the jaguar.

“Not like you can!” shouted Silveo.

“Dakar, please answer the question; did you bite anyone?” Gerard spoke in a deliberately neutral tone. He suspected that Silveo was overreacting because of his exchange with Anaroo.

A long pause, during which Dakar glared at the deck. “No,” she said at last.

Silveo’s shoulders sagged in relief. He went to have a look at Belvedere in his mother’s arms. Gerard continued to look at Dakar. “What happened?”

She just shook her head.

Osha was perking up now that the violence had passed. “Belvedere called Silveo a cheap dock rat,” she piped. “And Mouse hit him.”

Ah.

Gerard set her down, and she scampered away to join the other ocelons. Basil had come up beside Gerard, “Everything alright? Sashel said the kids were fighting.”

Gerard nodded. “I think things are under control.”

“Good. Kids will be kids, but when one of them is a—” He glanced at Dakar. “Well, I’m glad it’s under control.” He crossed the deck to speak to Silveo, and Gerard crouched beside Dakar.

After a moment, he said, “Dakar, can I pick you up?”

Gerard had met Dakar as a young woman. He’d spent most of a season confused by her behavior until he learned that she was a shape-shifter and a child. In spite of her true age, Dakar was remarkably steady under pressure, and he didn’t think she needed reassurance now. However, Gerard did want to emphasize the fact that she was a child.

Dakar looked at him quizzically, but when she didn’t refuse, Gerard scooped her up and walked back towards the knot of guests, watching uncertainly from the foot of the quarterdeck.

Gerard approached Anaroo, moving slowly and deliberately. He remembered her mismatched eyes clearly now—one brown and one blue. He remembered that she’d carried herself with dignity as they’d marched her into Morchella’s dungeon. And she fought like a leopard on the deck of the Watersprite.

Anaroo watched them uncertainly. Gerard guessed that she’d seen Dakar shift and so knew what she was. Dakar looked harmless enough now—a fluffy black foxling, her proportions correct for a child of about ten. Over the last year, Dakar had learned to incorporate and excorporate simple clothing, so she almost never turned up naked after shifting. She looked ordinary, except for her faintly iridescent black eyes.

“Anaroo,” said Gerard, “this is Dakar. Dakar, this is Anaroo. You hurt her badly that night in the dungeon...the same night you hurt Silveo. I know you didn’t understand what you were doing, but it took her years to put herself back together.”

Dakar sat up a little in his arms, studying Anaroo. The zed had gone absolutely still.

“Dakar is Morchella’s daughter,” continued Gerard. “She was raised in that dungeon. She ran away about a year ago. I met her as a grishnard, but she’s a shape-shifter—a wyvern. Her mother taught her to ‘take things apart.’ She’s been trying to learn how to put things back together.”

Anaroo’s eyes flicked to Gerard as though she were trying to decide whether to believe him, then back to the child.

“I remember you,” said Dakar. “Your mind was so neat and simple.” She hesitated. “You were very brave.”

Anaroo’s nostrils flared, and her jaw tightened.

Dakar tried to get down, but Gerard wouldn’t let her. He was watching Anaroo. Careful. She’s a wyvern, remember that.

“You were like a mouse,” continued Dakar, “that a mama griffin brings back to the den to teach her babies how to hunt. I was the griffin cub.”

Silas had come up beside Anaroo and put an arm around her.

“I’m the villain,” said Dakar. “I know. I listen to the stories the sailors tell. I know I’m not the hero.”

Gerard was surprised. He’d never heard her say anything like that. “Dakar...” She struggled, and this time he let her get down.

“It’s alright, Gerard,” she said gently, almost maternally. “You’re one of the heroes. I know. Everybody knows. But I’m like Silveo. You can’t change that.”

Gerard blinked. “Dakar...”

She turned back to the zed. “I’m sorry, Anaroo. I’d take it back if I could. But don’t hurt my friends.” She gave a little shrug. “Or else.”

Gerard gaped as she walked back towards the ocelons. He turned to Anaroo with a helpless expression. “She’s about ten.”

To his relief, Anaroo looked more shocked than angry. Silas had one hand threaded through hers, and Gus Creevy had thrown an arm around her on the other side. “Kids, eh?” said Gus.

Gerard tried to explain. “She can do things to people’s minds—talk inside their heads, alter their perceptions, confuse their memories. She can do things to their bodies, too, if they’ve got any wyvern blood in them. I’ve seen her kill people. And I’ve seen her save them. She turned our current quartermaster into an ocelot when he was dying of his injuries. And when Silveo lost his tongue, she made a link so that he can speak inside my head.”

Anaroo’s eyes focused on Gerard again. You probably didn’t know about Silveo’s tongue. Gerard smiled. “We’ve got a story about this fall, too.”

Silveo came stalking back, still bristling. “Well, Belvedere is going to have quite the black eye,” he fumed. “And Mouse still hasn’t come down.”

“He was defending your honor,” said Gerard.

“That battle was lost before he was born!”

“Why don’t we go back to the cabin and finish telling our stories,” said Gerard. “Mouse will come down when he’s ready.” And you need a moment to collect yourself.

Silveo glared at the deck.

Gerard turned to Glossy, who’d just returned with her arm around a downcast, sniffling Belvedere. “Would Belvedere and Theseus like to join us in the cabin?” he asked. “I think the jaguar might fit if we put him under the table.”

Glossy looked around at everyone with a tired expression. At last, she nodded, and the whole group returned to the cabin. Theseus did fit under the table...barely, and Belvedere chose to sit with him.

Silas renewed the story of the final voyage of the Scarlet Albatross. Basil was right. It was an amazing tale. Gerard then gave an abbreviated account of his and Silveo’s time as slaves, their journey along the coast of the Lawless Lands, their meeting with Gwain, and their final fight with Morchella in the Great Lodge on Maijha Minor. Both Anaroo and Silveo featured prominently in their respective tales. However, they let other people tell their stories that evening. Throughout the remainder of the dinner party, neither of them said a word.
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Chapter 13. Mouse
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It was well after midnight by the time Silveo began climbing the ratlines to find Mouse. Mouse’s first hiding place had been among the reefed topsails. Silveo followed his scent trail to a spot further up where Mouse seemed to have clung to the underside of a spar.

He wasn’t hiding anymore, though. Silveo spotted him at last on the very top crosstree platform, crouched against the mast. Silveo climbed on, unhurried, until he could hoist himself onto the platform and settled down on the opposite side of the mast.

He took a good look to make sure that Mouse wasn’t asleep. Terrible place to fall asleep. Then he turned his attention across the moonlit water towards Malabar. He almost fancied he could see the island’s peak on this exceptionally clear night. Gerard could see it, but I’m probably imagining things.

After a long moment, Mouse murmured, “I miss the Fang.”

Silveo glanced at him. Mouse was chewing on a fingernail, gripping the mast with one hand and staring out to sea. “When we first got here, me and the other kids—we wanted to go ashore so bad. And then we did. And it was amazing...the woods and the castle. But now I just want to go home.” His eyes flicked to Silveo’s face.

Silveo could not help but feel that he was being manipulated. “The way you’re acting right now, I’d be inclined to put you ashore even if we had a ship.”

Mouse’s eyes went almost as dark as Dakar’s. He gulped a few times. “P-p-please don’t. I’m sorry, Silveo... Captain. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I won’t do it again, please...”

Silveo felt as though he’d overshot. A sarcastic voice in his head murmured, “Congratulations, Lamire; you have won a battle of wills with a ten-year-old. Is there a prize, do you suppose?” He put a hand awkwardly around the mast and squeezed Mouse’s bony shoulder. Gerard is so much better at this.

“I’m not going to put you ashore. For gods’ sakes, stop looking like I just hit you.” He could not help but add, “Belvedere can’t help but look like someone hit him, because someone did.”

Mouse flinched. “He called you names.”

“Accurate names?”

Mouse said nothing.

Silveo sighed. “Belvedere and his mother have had a hard time because of me. Things I did, enemies I made... They’ve been dodging my messes all his life. He’s got a right to feel conflicted about me. He’s got a right to be angry.” So many people do, unfortunately. “Being my kid has made his life hard.”

Mouse turned to him with a fierce expression. “I’d give anything to be your kid, Silveo.” His voice cracked. “Anything.”

Silveo was surprised. You’re jealous?

“He doesn’t even appreciate it.” Mouse caught a gulp of air and continued in a rush. “And I don’t care if those things he said about you are true. I’d hit anyone who said them. I’d hit him again.”

I really should have sent Gerard to do this. Silveo scooted around the mast to settle awkwardly beside Mouse. The child had never been demonstrative. No street child ever was in Silveo’s experience. But Silveo put an arm around him, and Mouse crumpled against him.

“Please don’t put me off the ship,” he said in a guttural monotone. “Please, please, please, please...”

“I won’t put you off the ship. Gods. Stop it.”

Mouse tried to pull away at once, and Silveo said quickly. “Not that. The...the begging.”

Mouse subsided and allowed himself to be tucked against Silveo’s shoulder. Silveo realized that Mouse was shivering as much as he was crying. He’d run off without a coat, and the winter night was chilly. Silveo shimmied out of his own coat—a glittering array of cloth of silver and lapis—and tugged it around Mouse’s shoulders.

Mouse ran one of the sleeves through his fingers. “He doesn’t deserve to be your kid.”

“You got that right,” said Silveo.

Mouse hiccupped a laugh. “You always say things like that.”

Silveo smiled.

“I meant it in a good way.”

“I know.”

“He’s such a baby,” muttered Mouse. “He talks all the time, and he doesn’t know anything. He thinks that just because he’s got that hulking great cat following him around, he can say whatever he likes. He wouldn’t last a day on the streets of Slag. He’d get snapped up by—” Mouse stopped.

“By the kind of people who kept me?”

Mouse looked down at his lap.

“Are you sure you would have liked me if we’d met as kids?” asked Silveo. “Maybe Belvedere and I aren’t as different as you imagine.”

“I’m sure you were never such a baby,” said Mouse stubbornly.

He’s right there. “Give him another chance. Give him some forbearance for having spent so much time alone. Can you do that for me?”

Mouse nodded, but Silveo could tell he was having a hard time.

“If he calls anyone names, you can call him names back, but don’t hit him.”

Mouse thought about that.

“You are the leader of that group of kids,” continued Silveo. “If you treat others with forbearance, so will they. If you’re a bully, they’ll follow you. Why do you think I care so much how you behave? Even Dakar takes her cues from you. Gods know she’s strange, but you haven’t hit her.”

Mouse smiled. His expression changed as a gleaming shape boiled out of the waves just beyond the bay and sped towards them over the moonlit sea. It was impossibly large and moving fast in spite of the slow, lazy beats of its wings. When it reached the harbor, the creature banked and circled upwards to clear the masts of the ships. It passed right over the Nightingale—a long, graceful curl of iridescent blue scales—and glided on towards the castle.

Silveo stared after it. “That has to be Lazaran.”

“Who?” whispered Mouse, who’d hunkered down against the mast.

“The god of Azure Bay.” Silveo rubbed his eyes. “It’s been a long night, and something tells me it will get longer. I’d better go down. Are you coming?”

Mouse hesitated, then nodded. He started to shrug out of the coat, but Silveo waved his hand. “Keep it.”

“It’s too big,” complained Mouse. “I’ve got one on deck.”

“Well, I suppose we could have it retailored as a cape.”

Mouse’s head snapped around. “You mean... I can’t keep your coat!”

“Why not?” asked Silveo, who was already halfway to the next crosstree.

Mouse scrambled after him, the coat billowing in the night wind. “But...but it’s...”

“Too flashy for you?” teased Silveo. “Makes you look too much like my kid?”

That shut him up. When Silveo reached the deck and started for the cabin, he glanced back once to see Mouse trying to appear nonchalant as he was greeted by Dakar and the ocelons. The coat fit him like a duster, and the sleeves were too long. However, it didn’t absolutely swallow him. He’ll grow into it.
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Chapter 14. The Lost and the Dispossessed
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Gerard and Silveo hurried back to the castle on griffins. “Gods, I hope it was Lazaran,” muttered Silveo. By the time they swooped down on the front steps, the only people in sight were a couple of bored-looking palace guards, welcoming an elderly grishnard ambassador from Azure Bay. He wore the same sort of tasteful but old-fashioned clothes that Gerard remembered from Malabar, and he had the same streaks of gray at his temples.

Gerard wondered whether Lazaran chose to appear this way because it made him seem non-threatening or because it was actually how he felt about himself. Gerard’s time with Dakar had taught him that, while wyverns could assume a variety of shapes, there were limits to their personal repertoires. Clearly, they found some forms easier than others.

Lazaran smiled when he saw them. “That was quick.”

The palace guards perked up and made their bows. “Your Highness, this person says he is come from Azure Bay to speak with the king.”

Gerard glared suspiciously over the guard’s shoulder at Lazaran. “Yes, we’ve met.” To Lazaran, he said, “How urgent is your news? Shall we wake the king?”

Lazaran shook his head. “My news will keep until morning.”

“Then what are you doing here now?” demanded Silveo.

Lazaran gave a toothy yawn. “Looking for a place to sleep?”

*  *  *  *
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“GUS! GUS, WAKE UP!”

Lucius Creevy opened his bleary eyes, feeling the effects of too much wine. “Mmph?” Morning light barely traced the outline of the porthole window, indicating that it was not quite full dawn. He tried to roll over, but Glossy shook his shoulder again. “Gus, Marlie didn’t come back last night! Gus, wake up!”

He groaned and rubbed a hand across his face. “She probl’y slept in the disps’ry.” Theseus and Belvedere slept in the dispensary, and Marlie had been known to work late and fall asleep in a hammock there as well.

“No, she didn’t,” hissed Glossy. “I already checked. I checked with the night watch, too. She left aboard some little water taxi just after we did, and no one has seen her since.”

Gus forced his eyes to focus. Glossy was standing by the high-sided bed with a coat thrown over her nightshift. Did she go on deck in that? Gus had never known a woman less likely to appear in public wearing nothing but a coat and her underwear. He blinked hard and sat up. “Where’d Marlie go again?”

“An ocelon ship!” said Glossy impatiently. “The Waxwing. Something about a favor to Gerard Holovar, remember? Something about murder.”

“Oh, yeah, that.” Gus yawned. “Something on the ship probably inspired her to look for clues somewhere else. You know Marlie; she never thinks to tell anyone where she’s going.”

Glossy shook her head. “Not all night. She wouldn’t be gone all night without a word.”

“You sure?”

Glossy stood there, biting her lip.

“She probably waited until too late to leave the ocelon ship and couldn’t get a water taxi back,” said Gus, although he was beginning to feel uneasy as well. “Gods, what time is it? Have we even been asleep for a watch?”

Glossy thumped her dense fluff of tail against the wall of the small cabin. “Are you coming, or do I have to go alone?”

“Alright, alright,” grumbled Gus as he heaved himself out of bed, “Lady I’m-not-brave.”

The Anemone was asleep, save for the watch crew. However, Gus soon confirmed what Glossy had told him. Marlie had left just after everyone else aboard a local water taxi—one of the many that now plied the bay.

Back in their cabin, Gus asked, “Did Marlie say whether she actually had an invitation from the ship? Or did she just think she would be welcome?”

Neither of them could remember.

After a change of clothes and a cold, hurried breakfast, Gus found himself in the smallest of their small boats, rowing past the various craft anchored in Holovarus Bay. The chilly air and exercise had brought him fully awake by the time they spotted the Waxwing—a little fore-and-aft rigged sloop, which, he suspected, had begun life as a grishnard pleasure yacht. She was anchored well out in the mouth of the bay, moored head and stern against the winter weather. Her sails were all reefed, as one might expect of a ship long in port.

Like many of the refugee ships, she had a tattered appearance. Her paintwork might have once matched the bird for which she’d been named, but now it was just a flaking, faded mess. Gus noted that some of her rigging hung askew, and there appeared to be a mass of tangled cordage dangling from her port bow. Sloppy.

As they drew nearer, Gus scanned the deck for a lookout. The ship was too small to have any real crosstree platform. He saw no one, so instead of waving, Gus hailed the ship in a booming voice that carried across the water. “Ahoy, the ship! Ahoy, Waxwing!”

Gus stopped rowing for a moment, and Glossy half stood in the bow, ears pricked.

Nothing. Not a sign of life on deck.

Gus began to row again, this time a little faster. He made a full circle of the sloop, all the while expecting to be hailed, but the Waxwing remained silent and still. I suppose we’ll have to help ourselves. He tried to figure out the best way to board. The Waxwing did not seem to have any rope or ladders set out for the purpose. At last he settled on the mass of dangling cordage as the best option. The ship looked worse up close, and he detected a fetid odor—not exactly death, but certainly decay. Something is very wrong here.

Gus got out a boat hook and managed to catch a loop of the dangling cordage. It proved secure when he gave it a tug. He was in the act of tying on, when Glossy held up her hand and whispered, “Listen.”

Gus hesitated. Then, beneath the sound of lapping waves, he caught a muted creak-thump...creak-thump...creak-thump—a familiar sound, yet it made him bristle to his tail-tip. Gus looked at Glossy, who had better hearing than he did and must have been listening to the sound for some time. She was dead pale.

“Gloss,” he said with a confidence he did not feel, “why don’t you wait here? I’ll be right back.”

She gave a nervous laugh. “If something in there gets you, it’ll get me, too. Besides, I don’t think there’s anyone home. Who leaves a door just swinging open and closed like that?”

Gus nodded, wishing they’d brought Anaroo and her bow. Marlie, why do you have to stick your over-sensitive nose into other people’s business?

Glossy reached out and patted his hand. “I don’t smell anything dead. Come on, give me a boost; I’m lighter.”

*  *  *  *
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BY THE TIME GERARD and Silveo came down to breakfast that morning, Lazaran was already sitting with Mishael, Jaleel, and Elizabet, talking easily and devouring buttered scones, tea, and eggs with every appearance of relish.

Silveo regarded Lazaran’s plate suspiciously as he sat down. “Isn’t that a little bloodless for you?”

Lazaran smiled, his gem-blue eyes crinkling to slits. “I find blood goes poorly with scones.”

Elizabet gave them an odd look.

“Oh, didn’t he tell you?” asked Silveo brightly. “He’s the god of Azure Bay.”

Mishael turned from saying something to Jaleel. “He’s what?”

Lazaran sighed. “I have several roles on Azure. One of them is advisor to My Lady the Queen. The other...”

There was a moment of awkward silence at the breakfast table. “As I was saying,” continued Lazaran, “there has been a curious lack of communication from Malabar since the conference. I would have expected Lord Malabar to eject the leopons immediately, but he has not done so. In fact, their ships show every sign of intending to winter there.”

“He seemed to detest them when he visited here last,” said Elizabet cautiously.

Gerard nodded. “I’m sure Lord Malabar was gratified by Ellia’s taking the Fang after the way we left. Still, I’m surprised. I knew he was a small-minded bully, but I didn’t know he was for sale...not to that extent.”

“I doubt he has sworn fealty to Culowen,” muttered Mishael. “I can’t imagine... No, I suspect he has traded something with the leopons in exchange for winter anchorage.”

“Guns?” guessed Silveo.

“Probably,” said Lord Holovar. “Chastain does crave power. He always has.”

“He’s a fool if he thinks they’d give him enough guns to prevent them from accomplishing their goals in the Small Kingdoms,” said Silveo.

Mishael looked hard at Lazaran. “Where are you getting this information? Azure Bay is isolated.”

Lazaran sipped his tea. “I hear things from the other temples.”

Gerard felt a cold prickle down his spine. Were you a friend of Hoepali’s? He stifled the impulse to ask and said, “So, the deity of Malabar says the leopon ships are still there?”

Lazaran shook his head. “I have not heard from him since the conference. This is unusual. However, the ocean is full of refugees, these days.” He hesitated. “You’re not the only island providing asylum for the lost and dispossessed.”

Silveo leaned forward with an expression of curiosity. “The gods are fleeing the crescent?”

“Some of them.”

“And they’re coming to you,” said Silveo. “That’s interesting.” He let the silence stretch, but Lazaran did not offer more information.

“So you’ve come to tell us that the leopons are wintering in Malabar Harbor?” asked Gerard. “That’s unfortunate, but hardly pressing news.”

Lazaran shook his head. “I came to tell you that I believe you will be attacked soon. The jagers have made an alliance with the leopons, recognizing their authority on Sern. However, Sern’s numerous holdings seem to be falling into the hands of whoever first claims them—jagers, leopons, or zeds. In a few cases, the local grishnard lords may be able to maintain control of their islands. In any case, the crescent will look very different by spring. This will be a bloody winter.”

Wyverns have always been the deciding factor in the wars of Wefrivain, thought Gerard. But not anymore.

Lazaran continued, “I believe that the Small Kingdoms will be treated in the same way as the other little islands. I believe that Ellia Reza wants Holovarus for personal and strategic reasons and that he will seek to take it before the jager ships arrive. His window to act is closing. I came to warn you.”

There was a long pause as everyone considered this. Gerard half expected his father to ask Lazaran what action he recommended. Maybe that’s why Lazaran is telling us—so that he can steer the situation, just as wyverns have always done.

But Lord Holovar only inclined his head. “Thank you for the news and your warning. We will take it into consideration.”
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Chapter 15. The Waxwing
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Gus half expected to find the deck of the Waxwing covered in blood or plague victims, Glossy’s sense of smell notwithstanding. However, the ship looked just as deserted from the deck as she’d looked from the water. Maybe the ocelons had a bigger party last night than we did. Maybe they’re all asleep.

The sound from below continued: Creeeeeak-thump! Creak-thump! An unlatched door, swinging at random with each roll of the ship. No one could sleep through that.

Glossy’s voice cut into his thoughts. “Marlie was here,” she murmured, sniffing among the pile of ropes they’d ascended. “She came up the same way we did.”

“Do you smell anyone else?” asked Gus.

Glossy crinkled her nose. “I don’t have Marlie’s gifts or training. I smell a lot of ocelon...can’t say much else. Marlie’s scent is more recent.”

They stood in silence for a moment, contemplating the open hatch to the lower decks. Then Glossy started forward. Gus put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re not going first.”

“I wish you’d brought a sword,” she whispered.

Gus laughed. “I’ve never used a sword very much. I’ve punched plenty of people in the face, though!”

“I hope nothing down there needs punching.”

“Plague seems more likely. Are you sure Marlie went down there?”

“No, but I’d be surprised if she didn’t.”

He sighed and started down the steps, where the odor of decay intensified. An open grate sent a patchwork of watery light over the deck below. A built-in table and cabinets were the only furniture. There was a closed port in the floor that must lead to the hold, as well as doors fore and aft. The banging came from the aft door, which probably led to the captain’s cabin.

Gus saw evidence that a great many people had been living here—rolls of blankets along the walls, ragged clothes, fishing equipment, buckets for waste, broken scraps of tools, furniture, and cooking supplies. He thought, at first, that some of the rolls of blankets might contain bodies, but a brief inspection showed only rags and bits of broken pottery. The unpleasant smell seemed to be coming from a few waste buckets that had not been emptied and what looked like soiled baby linens.

After establishing that there were neither people nor bodies in the room, the two of them crossed wordlessly to the swinging door. Here, Gus found something more sinister. The door had been broken—the bolt ripped from its frame.

The room beyond was in chaos—furniture and dishware broken, torn books and charts strewn everywhere. The door opposite had been ripped right off its hinges. Gus passed through without a word and found the captain’s cabin—a large, but bare bed, with cabinets containing a few sodden and mildewed navigational charts. The stern window was ajar, and rainwater had gotten in. The floor showed the beginnings of dangerous rot. Behind them, the broken door continued its eerie banging.

At last, Glossy said, “Do you think they abandoned the ship because they couldn’t maintain her?”

Gus pursed his lips. “Maybe. She needs some work for sure, but I don’t think she’s about to founder.” He looked again at the chaos in the room that must be the officers’ mess cabin. “I think they had a fight. Some kind of mutiny. Could be they chucked the bodies over the side. Then, for some reason, the survivors abandoned the ship.”

It was not a sufficient explanation, but neither of them could think of anything better and at last they left the captain’s quarters to explore the forecastle. Here they found a few tiny officers’ cabins and an area that must have been intended for crew hammocks. The hammocks were gone, salvaged for fabric, Gus assumed. The crew cabins might have been employed as brothel rooms. The only odd things they found were a few scraps of what looked like wire and lapis jewelry. “Seems like they could have traded this for food or money,” Gus muttered. “They must have left it by accident.”

At that moment, a furious pounding from below made them both jump. Glossy’s ears perked. She ran from the room, Gus on her heels, and wrenched open the hatch to the hold. They both paused for a breathless moment. The pounding had stopped, and the space below was completely black. In addition, Gus caught the unmistakable stench of death.

“Hello?” called Gus. “Come on up; we’re here to help.”

A muffled thud. Glossy’s ears twitched again. “It’s Marlie,” she whispered. “I can hear her voice.”

Gus couldn’t hear anything other than distant thumps. “What’s she saying? Why doesn’t she come up?”

Glossy shook her head. “It’s like she’s muffled. I can’t understand the words. I think she’s trapped somehow.”

Gus stood up and looked around. “There’s got to be a ship’s lantern around here somewhere.”

But there wasn’t. The Waxwing’s crew had clearly taken all essentials when they fled. After a brief period of rifling through the captain’s cabin and crew’s quarters, Gus remembered that the Anemone’s rowboats often carried a small lantern in the dry box—one of the luxuries available to a well-funded privateer. “Thank you, Percy,” he muttered as he retrieved it.

Back on the Waxwing, Gus peered cautiously into the hold. The mist was burning off outside, but none of the dappled sunlight shining through the grate pierced the gloom below the waterline. The lantern illuminated only a small patch at the foot of the ladder. However, it was enough for Gus to see that the boards were wet.

“I’m going to revise my earlier opinion,” he told Glossy. “This ship is taking on water somewhere. I don’t think she’ll sink under us, but she’ll never make it through the winter without major repairs.”

Glossy nodded. “Let’s just get Marlie and leave.”

Shadows leapt and twisted in the tiny lantern’s glow as Gus descended. “I think I know what’s happened,” he said, trying to keep his voice light. “She’s trapped herself in a smuggling compartment. Fortunately, I know a thing or two about smuggling.”

Glossy gave a nervous laugh from the top of the ladder.

Gus stepped onto slick boards at the bottom and reached to steady himself. He raised the lantern high and turned in a slow circle. Above him, Glossy started down the ladder, but Gus said, “Stay there.”

“Why?”

“It’s wet and slippery, and we only have one light. I know how most of these smuggling compartments work. Just stay there; I’ll call if I need you.”

“Keep talking to me,” said Glossy. He could tell by the tone of her voice that she knew something was wrong.

Gus grimaced. The first body was lying a little to the left of the ladder. He could see several more beyond it. There were pieces missing. He told himself that the wetness on the floor could not possibly be blood. The bodies were too old for that. Still, the fluid felt strangely viscous under his paws. His lantern had illuminated only a couple of barrels in the aft portion of the hold—nothing else, except the scattering of crumpled bodies. He headed quickly towards the forecastle, dipping his head to avoid brushing the beams of the ceiling and trying not to think about plague.

We heard her when we were in the crew’s quarters, so she’s at that end. “Marlie!” The thumping started again, definitely in the forward portion of the hold. Gus swore as he slipped, and his paw touched something squishy. “Gods, Marlie, there is a reason I am a smuggler and not a pirate.”

He heard her voice then—a muffled, unintelligible shout, most definitely from the floor. “Ah, you can probably understand me,” he said cheerfully, “but I can’t understand a thing you’re saying, so I’ll just take this opportunity to remind you that I really dislike stepping on decomposing limbs.”

“I heard that!” snarled Glossy from the stairs. “What is down there, Gus?”

“Damn it.” More loudly, he called, “Just a few dead people! Nothing scary, just revolting! Stay where you are!”

Another faint shriek from the floor.

Gus continued conversationally, “I’ll also take this opportunity to remind you how lucky you are to have a smuggler for a friend. These compartments are usually laid out in one of three... Ah, there it is.”

He’d found the lever at the top of a panel on the hull—standard stuff. A board near the foremost wall sprang up with a click, and Marlie shot out, coughing and gasping. She’d been lying down in the small space. Gus reached to give her a hand up, but her legs crumpled, and she sank back down with a groan.

“How did you get yourself locked in there? Did you—? Seven hells...” The space where Marlie had been lying was even more cramped than he’d imagined, because it was full of what looked like gemstone—jagged, broken slabs that gleamed like lapis in the lantern light.

Marlie looked up at him desperately. “Are they gone? Gus, help me up; we have to get out of here. Gods’ blood, why won’t my legs work!”

She tried again to get up and staggered to one knee.

Gus got an arm around her and pulled her to her feet. “Have you been crammed in there all night?”

“Yes,” snapped Marlie. “Pins and needles in my feet; I’ll be fine.” She made a lunge towards the ladder, and Gus caught her again.

“I’d carry you, but I don’t want to drop this lantern. Slow down or we’ll both fall; the floor is slippery.”

Marlie gave a hysterical cackle. “Oh, yes, don’t drop the lantern. By all means, don’t drop—”

And then one of the corpses stood up.
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Chapter 16. Feral Gods
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“So,” said Mishael when he was alone again with the royal family, “do you believe him?”

Gerard was surprised when Elizabet spoke first. “I do. I think he believes what he’s saying, at least, and it seems likely to be true.”

Jaleel frowned. “It’s damned odd behavior for Uncle Chas, though. He despises non-grishnards. And now he’s working with the leopons? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“You don’t think he’d agree to help them in exchange for guns?” asked Silveo.

“No, actually, I don’t.”

“I’m more interested in whether they plan to attack us before winter sets in,” said Mishael. “I had expected war this spring. If it’s coming now...”

“We’re not ready,” muttered Gerard. “We’re building watchtowers and earthworks as fast as we can, but we’re not ready.”

Mishael nodded. “If war before winter is inevitable, then it seems there is no point in waiting to be attacked in a fight we cannot win. We must do something unexpected that will even the odds. We must attack first.”

Everyone sat up straighter. Several mouths opened, but Mishael continued, “I would frame it as a cutting-out expedition. None of our neighbors can fault us for seeking to retrieve a ship that has been stolen in an act of piracy. If we happen to leave a few other ships in flames, who could blame us?”

Gerard almost laughed. That’s my father; always worried about how things will look and what people will say.

Jaleel found his voice. “Father, forgive me, but explanations hardly seem like the main concern here. Malabar Harbor has never been taken. Holovarus has been defended. Why don’t we focus on something we know can be done?”

Gerard nodded. “I agree with Jaleel. I appreciate your concern for the Fang, but I do not see how a cutting-out can succeed.”

Silveo gave a snort and leaned back in his chair. “Well, aren’t you two a couple of cautious ladies? I agree with Mishael. You need to do something they don’t expect. Besides, if I’m understanding you correctly, you don’t intend to take Malabar Harbor so much as leave it on fire.”

Mishael gave a crooked smile.

Gerard stared at him. You’re serious. He remembered all Mishael had told him about his own father and grandfather. Well, preemptive strikes do seem to be your style. “Father, I know we haven’t always gotten along perfectly with Malabar, but...” Is this about your issues with Porsha?

Mishael considered his tea. “Our quarrel is with the leopons. We will attack Malabar’s people only if they attempt to intervene.”

“You still haven’t said how you intend to do this,” said Jaleel.

“The god of Azure Bay seems to be on our side,” said Mishael, “at least for the moment. A wyvern is a powerful ally. If nothing else, he could guide us over the sandbar.”

“I don’t like to depend on wyverns,” muttered Gerard.

“I think Gwain has some ideas,” said Silveo.

Elizabet frowned. “Those people from yesterday, from the Anemone... One of them was an airship captain. Jaleel, didn’t you say there’s an airship in Malabar Harbor?”

Silveo grinned. “There is, but, more importantly, Captain Ackleby has a little floating sailboat.” He turned to Mishael. “I think you should meet him.”

Mishael nodded. “I will send an invitation at once.” He turned to Gerard. “One more thing. I am sorry to bring this up over breakfast, but Theresa tells me that one of her jewelers was murdered last night in town.”

Gerard grimaced. “Yes, I saw the body. Very similar to the others.” He brightened. “However, I’ve brought in a consultant—one of the Anemone’s people, actually. She worked for the Maijhan Sea Watch and Port Authority. I believe she may be able to help us find the killer.”

*  *  *  *
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GUS STARED AS SOMETHING he had taken for a dead body rose up—first to hands and knees, and then more awkwardly to its feet. The shelt was mostly naked, female, and yet he could not quite decide on the species. Part of his brain said it had to be an ocelon, but another part insisted that it was a grishnard. Its sudden movement so unnerved him that he crossed the hold to the ladder almost, it seemed, without touching the floor, half-dragging Marlie.

The shelt did not attempt to follow, but stood swaying and blinking in the lantern light. Gus paused at the foot of the stairs, Marlie tucked tightly under one arm. She scrabbled at him, and he realized that he’d crushed the air from her lungs. He released his grip, and Marlie climbed up and over him onto the ladder. “Gus—” she panted. “Gus, come on. Come on!”

Gus felt shaken, but also embarrassed. “Madam,” he began, “are you ill or—?”

The woman made a sound unlike any he’d ever heard a shelt make—a growling hiss. Then her mouth opened impossibly wide, and she had so many teeth.

Gus screamed. As she darted towards him, he dropped the lantern, and shot up the stairs. There was a whoosh! from below. Then he was on the lower deck. Marlie and Glossy slammed the hatch. Marlie threw the bolt just as something hit from the other side. The hinges creaked, and smoke drifted up around the edges.

“Lamp oil,” gasped Marlie. “On the floor.”

“No wonder you didn’t want me to drop the lantern,” exclaimed Gus as they pounded up the stairs to the main deck. Marlie was moving more easily now. All three of them pelted to the side of the ship and half climbed, half fell into the small boat. Gus seized the oars and began rowing like mad. Smoke was already pouring from the lower deck.

“What happened?” demanded Glossy. “What was that?”

But Marlie and Gus only shook their heads. Moments later, the Waxwing began to settle in the water. Flames leapt visibly on her main deck and began licking up the rigging. Gus heard alarm bells from nearby ships, but the Waxwing was anchored far enough from anything else that she wasn’t really a danger. Gus decreased his rowing to a more reasonable pace.

Marlie was sitting rigid in the bow, staring back at the ship. Her clothes were rumpled and stained, her curly hair disheveled. “What happened?” repeated Glossy.

Gus spoke. “Marlie...that thing was a wyvern, right? Nothing else it could have been...right?”

“I think so.” She tried to shift around to look at them, lost her balance, and nearly went over the side. Glossy’s arm shot out to steady her, and Gus stopped rowing. Marlie gave a shaky laugh. “Sorry.”

“Hey, you were basically shut in a trunk all night.”

Marlie met his eyes. “And, yes, I know I am lucky to have a smuggler for a friend.”

Gus laughed. “Aw, you should have seen Gloss this morning. She pretty much woke me up and pushed me into the boat.”

Marlie took a deep breath. “I went over there last night and the ship was deserted. I asked the water taxi to wait, but he seemed pretty anxious. I’m sure he thought the ship had plague. I told him I didn’t smell anything like that, but he took off almost as soon as I’d gotten on deck. I figured I could hail another taxi later.” She hesitated. “I suppose you both saw the ship.”

Glossy nodded. “We thought maybe there’d been a fight.”

“That’s what I thought, too, although I didn’t smell a lot of blood on the first two decks, and that seemed odd. Then I went below.”

Gus shuddered. “You went down there in the dark? At night?”

Marlie shrugged. “I could tell by smell there was nothing alive. I also didn’t think they’d died of plague. I did know immediately that some of the liquid on the floor was lamp oil, so that was interesting. I also found the smuggling compartment—lots of scent around that, lots of old foot-traffic. The compartment was full of broken stone slabs. I took one of them up on the main deck to have a look by moonlight.”

“I saw them,” said Gus. “Beautiful stuff—like lapis.”

Marlie nodded. “Some kind of blue stone in the form of broken tiles.”

Glossy frowned. “Maybe they stole it and fought over it?”

Marlie shrugged. “Whatever happened to them, their bodies weren’t in the hold. I counted six down there—not nearly enough to account for the whole ship. Also, two of the six were grishnards. I’m not really sure that any of them were originally from the Waxwing.”

“That thing that attacked us looked like a grishnard,” ventured Gus.

Marlie nodded. “She wasn’t down there earlier. Anyway, I began going over the bodies. When I realized they were at different stages of decay—that they hadn’t all died at the same time—that’s when I started thinking I needed to get out of there, that maybe I’d discovered the killer’s lair. Then I heard voices on deck.”

Glossy shivered.

“You hid in the smuggling compartment?” prompted Gus.

Marlie nodded. “I heard the voices, and they were strange—more growls and hisses than words. I tucked myself into that compartment. With all the tiles inside, I could barely get it closed, but once the latch engaged, it stayed shut.

“Footsteps came down into the hold. They didn’t talk very much, and I started to wonder whether I was right when I told Gerard Holovar that the killer might be a feral griffin—maybe a whole family of feral griffins. I heard them dragging something and thought, ‘That’ll be another body.’

“Then they got excited. I heard one of them digging at the floorboards right over my head. I thought they must have found my scent.”

Glossy frowned. “Griffins don’t have much of a sense of smell.”

Marlie nodded. “That confused me, too. If they were griffins, they shouldn’t have been able to smell me, but they were certainly acting like beasts. They couldn’t seem to figure out how to open the compartment. After a while, things got quiet again. I was feeling cold and cramped. Finally, I tried the latch. That’s when I realized I couldn’t open it from the inside.”

Glossy shook her head. “I don’t know why you want to do these sorts of things, Marlie.”

Gus began rowing again. Marlie and Glossy turned to watch the Waxwing as its lower decks slipped out of sight and water rushed over the gunnel.

Abruptly, a griffin swooped down to circle their boat. “The harbor master would like to speak to you!” he shouted.

Gus gave a grim chuckle. “We visit a ship, then race away as it bursts into flames and sinks. I suppose they would.”

Marlie called back to the griffin. “I’ll talk to him! The ship was empty!” More quietly, she added, “Empty of shelts, at least. Live ones.”

“So...so let’s think about this,” said Gus. “A wyvern gets driven out of its temple somewhere. It comes aboard a ship, kills everyone, and makes a nest...”

But Marlie was already shaking her head. “There would have been more blood on the upper decks and probably bodies. I suppose the wyvern could have thrown them all overboard, but that wyvern didn’t seem...”

“Sane?” suggested Gus. To Glossy, he added, “She just looked like a dirty, half-naked grishnard. It wasn’t until she came at me and opened her mouth that you could tell—”

“She was some kind of...” Marlie struggled for a word. “Feral.”

“Feral gods,” said Glossy in wonder. “The crescent is falling apart.”

“Alright,” said Gus. “So maybe she didn’t kill all the ocelons. Maybe some of them got away. But if that’s what happened, why haven’t they approached the city watch? ‘Hey, just so you know, a wyvern has made a nest in our hold and it’s killing people. You might want to look into that.’”

Marlie barked a laugh.

“Well, that’s what I would do!” exclaimed Gus. “I certainly wouldn’t just leave the ship and tell no one.”

“How about this?” said Glossy. “Maybe they allowed the god to join them voluntarily. Maybe they even welcomed it—made it a little temple in their hold and...and fed it. A wyvern could be a useful ally. But maybe they got tired of feeding it or it became too demanding. Maybe it started threatening them. Maybe they made it angry. Rather than try to explain to authorities how they’d gotten themselves into this situation, they just ran away.”

“I can think of lots of scenarios,” said Marlie. “None of them account for that blue stone. What was it doing there? Why didn’t the ocelons take it with them when they ran? It’s probably worth more than their whole ship, and yet they seemed to be barely surviving. Why didn’t they sell it for food and repairs a long time ago? If the god has been down there for a while, why didn’t it know how to open the smuggling compartment? The lamp oil makes me think the ocelons tried to sink the ship on their way out, but they were interrupted. This seems to indicate that they had an opportunity to make a plan, yet they still left that gemstone behind. Why?”

They were approaching the Anemone. The griffin from Port Holovarus had not departed, but was flying in leisurely circles overhead. Glossy frowned up at it. “Surely, they’ll give you time to change your clothes.”

Marlie yawned as Gus caught a rope from the ship and stowed the oars. “I wish they’d give me time to take a nap. But Gus is right. I’m sure they’d like to know why we left a ship on fire. And I’d like to tell the prince what I found.”
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Chapter 17. The Apparatus
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Gerard stood in the city watch office in the back of the courtroom, considering everything Marlie had just told him. “I sent someone to check on the Raven as soon as I heard about the Waxwing,” he said. “The Raven was anchored even farther out from the mouth of the bay. She’s gone this morning. A nearby ship thinks she sailed away in the night.”

Marlie nodded. “Do you believe the feral wyverns I encountered were responsible for the murders?”

“I’m inclined to think so, yes. We’ve certainly had our share of street preachers in town—pious folk convinced that if we only sacrifice to the gods, all our troubles will be solved. Seems like it was only a matter of time before someone tried keeping a few gods in their own hold. 

“My chief concern is whether the wyvern or wyverns are dead. According to actual wyverns of my acquaintance, most of those in Wefrivain are not pureblood. They’re part shelt or part beast. Many of them can’t change shape on their own, or they can’t do it very well. That’s probably why the one you saw in the hold didn’t look like a wyvern. She might have been a temple priestess. Fire can kill them, and they can drown, so it seems likely that she is dead.”

Marlie nodded.

“But,” continued Gerard, “you said you heard more than one voice when you were hiding. You also said that you thought the wyvern was a dead body until it stood up. Could some of the other bodies in the hold have been sleeping wyverns? Could the whole group have gone down with the ship?”

Marlie sighed. “That’s a good question, sir. I didn’t count the bodies as we were leaving. I was focused on getting out of there. I just don’t know.”

Gerard thought for a moment. “Well...I’m going to consider this mystery solved unless we have more murders. I’d like to know the details, but our kingdom has bigger problems at the moment.”

“I think that’s reasonable,” said Marlie.

“Thank you for going aboard the ship. I did not realize I was sending you into such a dangerous situation.” Gerard held out a sack of coins and when Marlie started to shake her head, he continued, “I know that you and your people lost everything when your ship sank. Please allow me to give you a token of my goodwill. If you feel like you can’t accept it, give it to Glossy for Belvedere. I can’t help seeing you as a sort of...extended family. And you truly have helped me a great deal.”

Marlie finally allowed him to hand her the coins. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

“Gerard.”

She smiled. “Gerard.”

*  *  *  *
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FIVE DAYS LATER, GERARD stood in the courtyard that normally housed the castle forge and glassworks, recently expanded. The whole complex reverberated with the banging of hammers, the clink of metal, the roar of flames, and the bellowing of artisans, soldiers, griffins, and retainers. It was the din of an army preparing for battle.

In the parade ground in front of the castle, troops were drilling. Every unskilled laborer who could carry a weapon and was willing to fight had been given one. Every artisan had been employed—cooks, tailors, shoemakers, carpenters, chandlers, and especially smiths—all had found jobs and lodging, funded by the crown.

It was a magnificent display of generosity, but Gerard knew it came at a price. He had watched his father quietly take up his account books with their careful budgets and plans for the next decade, and toss them aside. Mishael drew up new plans for the expenditure of Holovarus’s resources—plans which did not extend much beyond this winter.

He is risking everything in one throw, thought Gerard. Is that the right decision? Silveo certainly thought so. He’d spent more time in Mishael’s office over the last few days than Gerard had, poring over Mishael’s ledgers, making suggestions, and then pacing over the castle and grounds from one end to the other, trying to identify weak points.

Lord Arken had visited twice and stormed out both times. Mishael’s decision to incorporate the refugees was certainly weakening his hold over his lords, but as far as Gerard could tell, none of them were ready to break with him yet. He wondered what they would say if they knew that their king was contemplating a direct attack on Malabar Harbor.

Gerard was fairly certain that they would say he was insane. They would certainly have been skeptical of the large glass chamber that a beaming artisan revealed with a flourish of sheets. The chamber was as tall as a grishnard child. It had a cork in the top with a long, glass stem. “I’m not sure it’s the most efficient design,” Gwain was saying. “I haven’t been able to find any light-gas artisans among the refugees, but I’m certain this will collect the gas and get it into the dinghy’s gas bladders once we construct the infusion assembly and perhaps some sort of docking scaffolding. What do you think, Silas?”

The airship captain and his first mate circled the apparatus, muttering questions to the glassblowers. “How does it work?” asked Gus.

“You take out the cork, like so,” said Gwain, “dump in one part water and one part oil of vitriol, then add the iron. You need to use a lump or bar, not iron filings or dust. If the lump is too small, the reaction will happen too quickly, and the glass will become hot enough to melt.”

Gus looked impressed. Silas was more difficult to read.

Gwain smiled. “You wouldn’t believe how long it took the Maijhan engineers to figure that out. Even with an iron bar, you need high quality glass. What’s the first rule of laboratories?”

No one answered. Silas looked a little suspicious.

“Hot glass looks the same as cold glass,” said Gwain cheerfully.

A few people snickered. “My father was fond of saying that whenever he let me into his workshop,” continued Gwain. “It’s worth remembering. Anyway, you close everything up and let the vitriol work on the iron. Light-gas floats to the top as it forms, exits through the stem, and is collected in whatever chamber or gas bladder you have attached. You can continue adding iron as it’s used up. When the reaction stops, you’ll have green vitriol in the flask, which is harmless. You can sell it to a dyer or make ink out of it. Some people even say it makes good medicine.”

There was a moment of silence while everyone considered this.

“It’s been a crown secret for a long time,” continued Gwain. “Making the gas is somewhat dangerous, but not really difficult or expensive. It can be hard to contain for long periods of time, so it’s often made as needed.”

“Shouldn’t it pass through water?” asked Silas suddenly. “There’s usually a bubbling sound in the fueling stations.”

Gwain thought for a moment. “Now that you mention it...yes, I think the gas is usually passed through a water chamber. Removes impurities or something. We can add that.”

“Fueling stations use flexible tubes,” said Gus. “Made of...the same stuff our air bladders are made of.”

“Rubberized silk and vellum-grade leather,” murmured Silas. “They seal any leaks with beeswax.”

Gwain nodded. “I know the rubber and silk workers are involved with the airships. I’ll ask around. We might have some among the refugees.”

Lord Holovar was clearly losing patience with the technical aspects of the problem. “How long until your floating sailboat is ready to launch?”

Silas considered. “You said you want her to carry a dozen shelts?”

Mishael nodded. “Unless you think you can do the job with fewer.”

Gus frowned. “We’ll need a bigger hull...”

“Or an exposed bladder,” murmured Silas. “That would be quicker.”

“More vulnerable,” said Gus.

Silas shrugged. “If we’re attacked by griffins in that little sailboat, we’re dead anyway.” He turned to the king. “With the right materials and artisans, I can have it ready in two days.”

“Make it so,” said Mishael.

Gerard followed him across the yard to the forge, where Silveo was admiring a gleaming piece of brass pipe. An enormous shape moved in the leaping shadows at the back of the stall, and Gerard caught sight of the jaguar, Theseus. “Have they done it correctly?” asked Mishael.

Silveo shrugged. “I think so. Although you should really ask the experts.”

Three smiths stepped forward, but it was a piping voice nearer the floor that answered him. “The gun is fine, but it’s the black powder that matters.” Belvedere’s head popped out from behind the brass pipe. The child had a metal ball in his hands. “This is what you shoot at ships,” he said to the king. “For griffins, you want bags of sharp metal scraps and bits of chain.”

Mishael gave him the full gravity of his attention. “And the black powder?”

The jaguar had padded over to stand behind Belvedere, who now stood very straight, bristling with importance and anxiety. “Well...you see, sir, it’s mostly made of three things: charcoal, sulfur, and saltpeter.”

Mishael nodded. “So I’ve been told. We’ve plenty of charcoal. Sulfur can be dug out of the ground all over my islands. But saltpeter is more precious.”

Belvedere nodded. “You have enough to make some black powder, but not very much.”

“What does that mean?” asked Mishael.

The jaguar spoke. “For guns of this size...enough for a little practice and one battle.”

One battle is all we can afford, thought Gerard.

“An iron gun would take a larger amount of powder and throw the shot straighter and farther,” continued the jaguar.

Mishael considered. “Iron seems to be in demand everywhere these days.”

Gerard cleared his throat. “There’s a refugee ship in the harbor with a hold full of metal—iron, tin, copper, brass. They’re very willing to trade.”

“For what?” asked Mishael.

Gerard sighed. “What they all want: land. A home.”

Mishael nodded. He turned back to Belvedere and the jaguar. “We don’t make saltpeter here in the islands, and I admit I don’t know much about its manufacture.”

“Oh,” said Belvedere brightly, “it’s made from poo.”

Mishael raised one eyebrow. “Really?”

Belvedere bobbed his head. “Theseus says it’s often made with bat poo, but you can make it with all kinds. You take straw, ashes...oh, and also you need pee...”

Mishael held up a hand. “I believe we have these ingredients.”

“But it takes a long time,” said Belvedere earnestly. “A year, maybe.”

“Well, we can set the process in motion, at least. This seems like a matter best left to my herdsman; I’ll ask him to speak with you.”

When the king had gone, Gerard said to Silveo, “I think that’s the longest conversation my father has ever held on the subject of poo.”

Silveo was watching Belvedere, who’d followed the jaguar into the shadows of the forge. “I was learning to throw knives at his age.”

“He’s learning to throw something much bigger,” said Gerard. Belvedere had been in and out of the castle quite a bit in the last few days, always accompanied by the jaguar. Mouse, Dakar, and the ocelon children had been in the castle as well, but Gerard thought they were avoiding one another. There hadn’t been any more fights, and they’d all been together at several meals, but Gerard hadn’t seen them speak. Mouse had been wearing one of Silveo’s flashier coats—a symbolic gesture that Gerard suspected meant more to Mouse and the other children than to Belvedere.

He started to comment on this, but changed his mind. “Silveo...I think my father is about to start parceling out crown lands...lands that have been in my family since before this castle was built.”

Silveo glanced at him. “You think he’s making a mistake?”

“I don’t know.”

Silveo considered his child, chattering away to the smith and to the jaguar. “Walk on water,” he muttered, “or drown.”
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Chapter 18. Trust and the Future
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At dinner that evening, Anaroo listened as Silas and Gus recounted the strange and wonderful revelations from their inspection of Gwain’s apparatus. “If we had one of those things aboard an airship,” said Gus, “we’d be independent! All we’d need to do is buy oil of vitriol and iron. If...” He glanced at Silas and did not finish the sentence. If we had a ship.

Percival was once again wearing his tattered dressing gown, which reeked of poppy smoke. He sat picking at his food and listening.

“A naked airbladder, though,” said Layjen. “That sounds like asking for trouble.”

Silas shrugged. “They want us to take people into Malabar Bay for a cutting-out. A dozen shelts if we can manage it. The Honeytail will never lift so many without another bladder.”

“Will it hold that many even with the extra lift?” asked Layjen doubtfully.

Percival spoke. “A better keel would help. The way you flip around in that thing, most people would fall out.”

“You’re cutting out the Fang, right?” asked Layjen.

Silas said nothing. Gus glanced at him sidelong.

“I mean, that’s what they’re sending you to do, right?”

Silas considered his drink. “I believe they are concerned that the Cormorant has guns aboard which will command the entire bay. Unless the airship can be neutralized, the Fang won’t have a chance.”

“So you’re cutting out the Fang and the Cormorant.” Layjen shook his head. “With twelve people? Most of whom know little or nothing about airships?”

“I don’t think the details have been finalized,” said Silas. “It was my impression that our party would only deal with the Cormorant. The distraction of losing an airship will provide cover for a waterborne landing party.”

“I still say your people don’t know enough about airships,” persisted Layjen. “You barely had them trained for the Albatross. The Cormorant will be different.”

“Are you volunteering?” asked Gus.

“What? No. I mean...” He paused and glanced at Percival. An expression flickered across Layjen’s face that Anaroo could not read. “On second thought, perhaps we could loan you some people. They would need to be volunteers, of course. It’s a dangerous mission, and I won’t make anyone go. However...we do have quite a few good airship crew aboard.”

There was an awkward pause. “You should come,” said Silas abruptly. He was looking at Percival.

“Silas, I have one arm.”

“You’re still an airship captain.”

“I have not been an airship captain in a long time.”

“It’s not something you forget.”

“And,” continued Percival, “I was never very good at it, as we both know.”

Silas started to say something else, but Percival raised his glass. “I wouldn’t bet against you...not even on those odds. Here’s to your new ship and safe travels.”

Across the table, Anaroo saw Layjen sigh and shake his head.

*  *  *  *
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GERARD STOOD AT THE peacock window. He had opened one of the lower panes, and he watched as teams of griffins and their handlers struggled to drag three new guns up the hill to the cliffs overlooking the bay. Belvedere and his jaguar ran ahead of them, scouting the ground and calling instructions. Silveo had gone, too, mostly, Gerard thought, because Belvedere was so clearly excited about the project. Gerard caught the gleam of Silveo’s bright blue coat as he emerged from behind a wagon. Occasionally, Belvedere would dart back to the main party, only to race up the hill again. Gerard smiled. He’s having the time of his life.

He glanced down at Dakar, standing at his elbow. She looked her age today, wearing the form of a black foxling. “Are Mouse and Belvedere still not getting along?”

She shrugged.

“How about the rest of you?”

Another shrug. Gerard gave up. He could tell she was nervous. So was he. Should I have agreed to this meeting?

The door to the room creaked open, and they both turned away from the window. Lazaran Azure took a step inside and bowed deeply. “Prince Holovar. My lady.”

Dakar said nothing, and Gerard led the way across the room to the sitting area. “Dakar, this is Lazaran. He is a wyvern.”

“I know.”

Gerard gestured to the tea that had been laid out for them in front of the fire. “Have a seat.” He poured in the tense silence. Dakar sat very straight and still on the little sofa beside Gerard, staring at Lazaran with fixed, predatory attention.

At last, Gerard said, “Lazaran has offered to help us get the Fang back.”

Dakar’s eyes flicked to Gerard’s face. “You don’t need him. I can do anything he can do.”

Lazaran laughed. “Are you sure about that, little girl?”

Dakar bristled.

Gerard hadn’t expected their meeting to become so confrontational so quickly. How many times have I been told that wyverns are territorial? Somehow, it was still difficult for him to think of Dakar as a real wyvern.

Lazaran reached out and took one of the teacups. “All of these people fighting over the crescent,” he murmured, “grishnards, jagers, zeds... They think they’re the heirs to the kingdom. But we both know who died and made you queen.”

Dakar went so still that Gerard wasn’t even sure she was breathing.

“If these broken islands belong to anyone,” continued Lazaran, “it’s you, my lady. If you want me to acknowledge that, then...” He raised his teacup in a mocking toast. “Acknowledged.”

“I don’t want the crescent,” said Dakar. “I only want my family.”

Lazaran paused with the tea halfway to his mouth. “Is that so? Well...perhaps we have more in common than you think.”

“Prove it.” Dakar held out her hand.

It was Lazaran’s turn to sit very still. His eyes flicked to Gerard’s. “Does she know what she’s asking?”

Gerard shrugged. “Generally.”

Lazaran set down his teacup. He reached out with a hand that gave every appearance of being weathered by sun and age. He took Dakar’s smaller, darker fingers. They stared at each other. Dakar’s foxtail fluffed up to twice its normal size, and she let out a hiss between her teeth. Lazaran’s tail began to twitch in that liquid, joint-less way that betrayed his true nature. Both of them flickered—a brief impression of claws and scales and iridescence. It all happened so fast that Gerard barely had time to feel his rising panic. Then Dakar jerked her hand away with a guttural cry that brought Gerard to his feet, reaching for his sword.

“It’s alright,” said Lazaran. He was breathing hard. “It’s alright.”

“What did you do?” snarled Gerard.

Dakar was curled up on the couch, whimpering.

Lazaran stood up to meet Gerard’s eyes levelly. He looked down at Dakar. “It is considered rude to riffle through people’s thoughts without asking.” For the first time, he spoke with an edge in his voice. “Although it’s certainly very like her mother.”

Dakar had gotten herself under control, and she raised her head. She’d never been one for emotional displays, and she wasn’t actually crying now, just shaking and breathing through clenched teeth. “What are you?” she whispered.

Lazaran slid his hands into his pockets. “I’m old.”

“Older than Mother?”

Lazaran said nothing.

“You’re a pure-blood,” she continued, trying to sit up and wincing. “What were you doing out here in the middle of nowhere? You should have been ruling a Great Island...or fighting for one.”

Lazaran snorted. “I said I was old; I didn’t say I was ambitious. Morchella was ambitious, and look where that got her.”

“What did you do to Dakar?” demanded Gerard. “Answer me, or we are done here—socially and diplomatically.”

Lazaran returned to his chair. “She pushed. I pushed back.”

Dakar was holding her head as though it hurt. “Did you take anything?” she whispered. “I can’t...I can’t tell.”

Lazaran picked up his teacup again. “No.”

Dakar glared at him.

“You are a child,” he said patiently. “You’re a clever child. But when you open a link like that...well, it goes both ways. You should be more careful. And maybe you need to learn how it feels.”

Gerard thought of Anaroo. “I’m not one of the heroes,” said Dakar softly. “Everybody knows that. I need to know whether we can trust you.”

“Perhaps you should try talking to me first,” said Lazaran. He hesitated. “And you could be...one of the heroes. Some dragons were in my time.”

Dakar cocked her head, looking interested.

“But my time is long gone,” said Lazaran, “and even your mother’s time has passed, and now...something new is coming.”

“Tell me about before,” said Dakar, “about the time before Mother.”

Lazaran gave her a curious smile. He glanced at Gerard. “Perhaps I will. But this is not for shelts, not even your family. If we may speak alone, then I will talk to you...little wyvern...living in the age of jager thunder.”

Gerard was not sure what to think of this. Dakar turned to him with a desperate expression. “Please. Please, let us talk.”

Gerard opened his mouth, but Dakar seemed to guess what he meant to say. “He could have killed me just now. He didn’t.”

“Alright,” said Gerard. “We can all walk up the hill and see how the guns are coming along.” There are plenty of places to talk up there out of earshot.

He waited to see whether Lazaran would argue. If you think I’m leaving you completely alone with her, you’re crazy. But the wyvern only inclined his head, finished his tea, and stood up.
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Chapter 19. A Taste of Blood

[image: image]


Anaroo spent most of the next day helping to wrestle the Honeytail into the scaffolding assembly that Gwain and his artisans had designed, then refilling her light-gas bladders, installing a heavier keel, and securing a second light-gas bladder to float above her sails. The bladder was nearly as big as the ship and it seemed terribly exposed, even when dressed in leather and wax. Silas also insisted upon the installation of a couple of retractable pectoral sails and a horizontal rudder.

“They’re stabilizing,” he told Gwain. “Everyone keeps complaining about flipping over.”

“I’m not sure why,” said Gwain with a twinkle, “it’s quite easy to hang onto the seat.”

Fortunately, they had help with all this. Gwain had managed to find an actual light-gas station attendant among the refugees, as well as artisans from the rubber and silk industries. They swarmed over the little sailboat, along with an army of carpenters.

By evening, everyone was exhausted, but triumphant as the Honeytail rose from her moorings like a butterfly from a cocoon. Someone had even painted her namesake on her new keel, although Silas insisted that she would need to be repainted black for her mission.

But not this evening. This evening, she needed a test run. Gus, Anaroo, and Gwain were treated to a whirlwind tour of the bay. Silas and Gus were in high spirits and so deeply immersed in observations about the sailboat’s new capabilities that Anaroo and Gwain finally stopped trying to follow along.

The refugee ships had been reorganized over the last few days. Those that could reasonably move more tightly into the bay had done so. Others had been sent to anchor on the back side of the island. A few had been sent to Holovarus’s holdings with letters of introduction.

Anaroo and Gwain watched as a couple of rafts were dragged into the mouth of the bay as targets. Bright flashes issued from the guns—four gleaming brass cylinders and two iron ones, sitting on the low cliffs above town. Sharp cracks echoed across the water. Little geysers erupted around the rafts.

Gwain waved to the people on the cliff as the Honeytail passed over. Anaroo thought she caught a flash of Silveo’s snowy tail, but she chose not to look more closely. “Interesting,” said Gwain. “I think I see that wyvern from Azure Bay. He’s been staying in the castle for the last few days. I guess they’ve decided it’s alright to show him the guns.”

“Doesn’t that bother you?” asked Anaroo.

Gwain’s blue-tufted ears flicked. “Well, he did more-or-less rescue me from a pack of murderous leopons on Malabar. I think Gerard may allow him to help with the cutting-out.”

“They already have a wyvern,” muttered Anaroo. “Why don’t they use the one they’ve got?” She wished immediately that she hadn’t said it, but Gwain responded lightly.

“Dakar is a child. I don’t think they want to send her into a fight.”

“Well, she’s plenty dangerous.” Anaroo had avoided thinking about Dakar since their meeting on the Nightingale.

Gwain cocked his head. “You should talk to her. She might be able to help with—”

“No, I should not,” snapped Anaroo. “Gwain, I appreciate that you have made alliances that have helped you achieve valuable goals. I respect your goals. But—”

Gwain had gone quiet on his bench.

You thought we weren’t going to have this conversation. Maybe I thought so, too.

After a moment, he said, “They’re not just alliances. They’re friends.”

“They tortured me, almost killed me, and nearly drove me insane.” The words flew out before she could stop them. “And they put a godsdamned slave collar around my neck.” She looked him squarely in the eye. “By every code of my people, I am a disgrace for not hunting them down and wearing their pelts, Gwain.”

He looked a little worried.

Anaroo gave a bitter laugh and drummed her fingers against the hull. “Clearly, I have not done that. I am not quite a zed of Kwarla-conch anymore. Nevertheless, I feel I am showing great forbearance to them already as allies. Do not ask me to be friends.”

Gwain sighed. He sat back against the edge of the sailboat and looked out towards the cliffs. Behind them, Anaroo heard Gus and Silas going on and on about pumps and ballonet valves. She found their chatter oddly comforting. At last, Gwain said, “Do you think Sarengail was right?”

Anaroo’s tail flicked. “Well, I didn’t go with Nesteria, did I?” A little voice in her head whispered, You didn’t go with Nesteria because of Silas. It had nothing to do with choosing between Gwain’s ideas and Sarengail’s.

But Gwain cocked his head and looked interested. “When was this?”

Anaroo began telling him in detail about their escape from Pegasus Bay—her visit with Nesteria, the attempted capture of the Albatross, and the rescue of the fauns from a slaver. It was a good story with a triumphant ending. By the time Silas had circled back to the Defiance, Anaroo and Gwain were talking easily again.

*  *  *  *
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SILVEO GAVE A HOWL of triumph as the distant raft disintegrated in a satisfying explosion of splinters and waves. Belvedere was leaping about in a little victory dance, and the grishnards who’d helped aim the gun nodded and laughed and clapped one another on the back.

“Well, that only took a quarter watch,” said Gerard dryly.

“They’re learning,” said Silveo. “It’ll be faster next time.”

Theseus inclined his head. “It is easier on land,” he said. “Harder on a rolling ship.”

Silveo was glowing with exertion and with the thrill of destruction. “If there’d been something like this on the cliffs when we were running from Ellia last time, his ship would be at the bottom of the bay.”

“Well, that’s true enough.” Gerard massaged his elbow where a recoiling gun had grazed him. “Do you think we could anchor the guns? Dragging them back into place and re-aiming them is a lot of work for a small group of people.”

“Yes,” said Theseus. He thought for a moment. “Several anchors for each gun. The strain on a single anchor is very great.”

Gerard nodded. “I’ll send someone up here to sink pilings.”

“We should mark the range with colored buoys,” said Silveo. “It will help with aiming, and it’ll also show anyone who’s running for Holovarus where the safe zone lies. Ellia’s people won’t know what the buoys mean until it’s too late.”

“Good idea.” Gerard glanced along the cliff to the east where Lazaran and Dakar were walking and talking. Dakar hadn’t said much about their long conversation yesterday, although she’d asked immediately if they could do it again today. The windy clifftop provided an ideal environment for the two of them to speak privately, but within sight of others. The noise of the guns covered any possibility of even Silveo’s keen ears picking up their conversation.

The light was fading now, and Gerard called, “Dakar! It’s time to leave!” The grishnard soldiers were dressing the guns with waterproof tarps for the night. Silveo had gone in search of his coat and hat. Belvedere had already begun walking down the hill with Theseus, chattering away about angles and sextants.

Lazaran started towards them, Dakar strolling along beside him with her hands in her pockets. Gerard heard Lazaran say, “—I’m telling you why it was done, that’s all. You don’t have to do it. I’m just telling you why you might want to.”

“Lesson’s over!” called Gerard sharply.

Lazaran ignored him. “Take this one for instance,” he said to Dakar. “It’s been a few years, but...let me see...” His form shimmered and Gerard found himself staring at his own face. He started back with a cry. Behind him, he heard Silveo give a little hiss. The clothes on the apparition looked more like Lazaran’s clothes, but in every other way, he was almost indistinguishable from Gerard.

Dakar clapped her hands over her mouth, eyes huge. “I can’t do that,” she whispered. Gerard thought she sounded perversely delighted. “How did you do that?”

“I probably haven’t got the voice quite right,” said Lazaran, although he certainly had.

Silveo stepped around Gerard, bristling, but clearly fascinated. “Can you look like anyone?”

Lazaran shook his head. “I need to taste their blood.”

Gerard glanced at the grishnard soldiers, who were almost finished housing the guns for the night. “Are you trying to make a scene?” he asked Lazaran.

“Not at all.” In an instant, the wyvern was himself again.

“Fascinating,” murmured Silveo. “When did you taste Gerard’s blood?”

“His Highness married the Lady Thessalyn in Azure Bay,” said Lazaran. “I believe he had reason to avoid his own temple.”

Gerard remembered a balmy day in late summer, Thess in her white minstrel’s robes and flowers in her hair, dancing bare-pawed on the beach. “You gave us good omens,” he said stonily to Lazaran.

“You seemed like good people.”

“You’re not much of a fortuneteller.”

Silveo seemed more interested in the skill that Lazaran had just demonstrated than in Gerard’s ill-fated wedding. “And they cut their fingers,” he said thoughtfully, “at your sacred pool...because that’s what grishnards do...and you came out to taste the blood.”

“We have very good memories for blood,” said Lazaran. “It’s a sort of public record.”

“Yes, but how did you look like him?” persisted Dakar.

“Well, it’s no trick, just a lot of practice. You have to taste everything—every detail, and then you have to break it down in your head...down and down into the code of life. You won’t be able to do it tomorrow or next year or next decade, but if you keep trying, you’ll get better.” He hesitated. “It’s easier if you just eat people.”

“I’m afraid we’ve issued a moratorium on eating people,” said Silveo dryly. “Besides, Dakar has already had dinner.”

She giggled.

Lazaran smiled. “Eating people does tend to make folks come after you with weapons in the middle of the night...and publish books about how to kill you.”
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Chapter 20. Portrait
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Unfortunately, the new keel meant that the Honeytail could no longer be stored with the Anemone’s small boats on deck. The weather was calm enough that Silas felt comfortable simply tethering to the ship for the evening. Anaroo suspected that he intended to spend the night aboard, sanding and painting and making little adjustments.

She was not surprised, after seeing Gwain off to the Defiance and Gus away to the cabin he shared with Glossy and Marlie, that Silas declined to come down. Anaroo did not press, but simply bid him good evening and made her way to their cabin alone. She was just about to go in to bed, when Layjen came trotting along the passage. “Anaroo, is Silas with you?”

She shook her head. “Still in the Honeytail. If you really need to talk to him, just climb up there. I doubt he’ll come down tonight.”

Layjen shook his head. His tail and ears flicked with uncharacteristic agitation. He opened his mouth twice as though to speak and then shut it.

“Is something wrong?” asked Anaroo. Are you regretting having offered people for our cutting-out?

He took her arm abruptly. “I want to show you something.”

Anaroo jerked away. She did not like being handled in this manner. It reminded her too much of her days on the end of a chain.

Layjen took a step back and held up his hands. “I apologize.”

“What is wrong with you?”

He looked miserable. “Please, just let me show you something. Let me speak to you for a moment.”

“I’m listening.”

“Not here.” Layjen glanced around. “Just come with me. Please.”

Still wary, Anaroo followed him up a flight of stairs. Layjen took out his keys and unlocked the door to the captain’s cabin. Anaroo had never been in here before, and she hesitated on the threshold. By the soft glow of a lamp, she saw what appeared to be an office or study. Like everything aboard the Anemone, the furnishings were exquisite.

The beautiful room, however, was in complete disarray. Stacks of paper covered the gleaming, elaborately carved desk. Bookcases stood open with volumes scattered around the floor among piles of clothes. An inkwell had overturned onto a plush chair. Layjen hissed in frustration when he saw it.

“Is the captain here?” asked Anaroo.

Layjen shook his head. “Smoking in the dining cabin.” After a moment’s hopeless gazing at the ruined chair, Layjen went around the desk and began riffling through drawers.

Anaroo let her eyes wander around the room. “Is it always like this?”

“Only since he got hurt.” Layjen took a deep breath. “Listen, Percy needs to go on this cutting-out. He’ll say no, but he needs to.”

Anaroo remembered his humiliation in the bosun’s chair. Well, he certainly needs to learn he’s still useful aboard a ship.

“Silas needs to ask him,” continued Layjen.

“He already did.”

“Beg him, then.”

Anaroo snorted. “Silas doesn’t beg.”

Layjen crouched down behind the desk, opening drawers one-by-one. At the very bottom, he stopped. “Here.” He held out what looked like a roll of vellum parchment.

Anaroo took it. She unrolled the parchment and found an ink portrait of the type sometimes offered by artists on piers or busy town-centers. The ink had faded a little, but the picture was still recognizably Silas and Percival—much younger, with several other people clustered around them. They were all leaning on each other and laughing. Silas and Percival had been drawn with the most detail, and it was obvious that one of them had paid for the picture.

Anaroo stared for a long moment. Silas’s hair was longer and thicker, tied in a tail. Percival had no lines in his face. She thought they couldn’t be older than twenty-five and probably younger. They still had some of the androgynous beauty of youth.

Layjen spoke into the silence. “We had news two days ago—another ship from Haplag. Percy’s family is probably dead—his father and brothers killed in battle, his mother, wife, and children either murdered or sold into slavery in the Lawless Lands.”

Anaroo might have said that the zeds were only giving as good as they’d gotten. But she thought of the grishnards she’d come to know—people capable of kindness and generosity, capable of gratitude and love, and certainly capable of grief. “I’m sorry, Layjen.”

He gave an impatient wave of his hand. “Percy has been estranged from them for years.”

That doesn’t always make losing them easier, thought Anaroo. Sometimes it makes it harder.

“But...” Layjen searched for words. “He’s got no one now. No one who knew him back then, and after losing his arm...it’s like he’s lost himself, too.” He swallowed. “Percy tore up my slave papers years ago. He may have done it to get back at his father, but it’s not a debt I will soon forget.”

It was the kind of debt Anaroo could well appreciate. She felt a surge of pity. “What do you want me to do, Layjen?”

“Just show that to Silas. And tell him what I said...if you think it will make a difference.”

Anaroo licked her lips. “Layjen...I know we’re all very excited about this cutting-out, but... If I thought Silas could be happy any other way, I would be doing everything I could to stop him from going. What if Percy gets killed?”

Layjen hesitated, not quite meeting her gaze. “Yesterday, he tried to give me the Anemone’s papers, to legally sign over the ship.”

Oh dear.

“At least if he dies trying to get the Cormorant, he’ll be doing something he thinks is important...with someone who reminds him of happier times.”

Anaroo looked down at the portrait again. How many years has he kept this?

“And Percy was not a bad airship captain,” muttered Layjen. “He was bad at business—always has been—but never at sailing. How do you think we managed to bring the Anemone through a battle that destroyed so many other ships?”

Well, that is something.

Anaroo rolled the parchment up and placed it carefully inside her coat. “I’ll do my best, Layjen.”

*  *  *  *
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ANAROO KNOCKED ON THE door of the stateroom. “Captain?” She tried to remember Percival’s family name. Hardly anyone ever used it. “Captain Bellwater, may I speak with you for a moment?”

“Come in.”

Anaroo opened the door. She wasn’t surprised to find the room hazy with smoke. Percival was sitting at the table in his dressing gown, contemplating a large stack of sheet music. Without looking up, he said, “Do you play an instrument, Anaroo?”

She came cautiously around the table. “No.”

“Too bad.” He took an unhurried drag on his pipe, still staring at one of the pages. “Do any of your friends?”

“I think Stubs plays a fiddle.” Anaroo knew that Percival had used to play an instrument. It wasn’t a fiddle, though—something more rarified and expensive. She’d seen it once—like a fiddle the size of a child, all glossy curves and glowing wood. She couldn’t remember what it was called. “That’s probably not fiddle music,” she ventured.

“Cello,” said Percival. “He might still be able to use some of it, though.”

Are you trying to give away your things? Or just sitting here thinking about everything you can’t do with one hand?

“You should come see the Honeytail,” said Anaroo. “It’s got a new keel and a new light-gas bladder and something about ballonets that I don’t completely understand and a million other things. I think Silas would enjoy showing it to you.”

Percival didn’t look up. “Give him my regards. Unless he can bring his boat down on deck, I can’t get into it.”

“Nonsense,” snapped Anaroo. “One of the Defiance’s fauns is missing a hand. He climbs so well, you’d hardly notice.”

Percival gave a faint frown, and his eyes flicked up as though to gauge whether she was being impertinent. Then he seemed to decide that taking offense would require too much energy and looked back down at his music. “How fortunate for him.”

Anaroo sighed. “It would please Layjen if you were to leave the stateroom occasionally. If you will not let us help you into the Honeytail, at least come look at it from the deck. I know Silas will want to talk about it when he finally comes down.”

The comment about Layjen seemed to have an effect. Percival shifted in his chair and shuffled through the sheet music a few times.

“Do you need help to change clothes?” asked Anaroo. “I can go get—”

“No, I do not need help to dress myself!” snarled Percival.

Anaroo didn’t believe him. In fact, she suspected this was one of the reasons for his perennial dressing gown, but she was relieved to see him respond with energy. She inclined her head and adopted a more formal tone. “I apologize, Captain. I did not intend any offense.”

Percival stood up with an indignant air and stalked towards the door. “If it will please Layjen and Silas, I will go look at the sailboat. Then maybe everybody can stop harping about it.”

Anaroo maintained her official tone. “Very good, sir. I will meet you on deck.”
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Chapter 21. Percy
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By the time Percival emerged, fully dressed in one of his stylish waistcoats and a handsome green and gold overcoat, it was dark enough to see the stars, and the Honeytail was little more than a silhouette against the moon. Silas had insisted on black sails, but her hull had not yet been painted, and the pale wood gave off a faint sheen. In addition, she seemed to glow from within, owing to the ship’s lantern that Silas must be using to work.

Anaroo did not give Percival time for contemplation, but held out the platform that Silas had been using as a cargo cage for tools. It was just big enough to accommodate a shelt. “Looks like this is on deck, and I know he wants some paint, so we could just...”

She’d been expecting Percival to argue, to insist that he would view the sailboat from the deck of the Anemone. However, the act of dressing seemed to have brought back a little of his pride. He took one look at the cargo platform, walked deliberately across to the rope ladder, glared at Anaroo sidelong, and began to climb.

She was so surprised that it took her a moment to follow. The night was dark enough that shelts on watch couldn’t see him fumble, and maybe that gave him courage. He did not ask for her help or even acknowledge that she was climbing very closely behind him—at times almost on top of him—as he groped and scrambled.

By the time they reached the Honeytail, Anaroo was sweating as much as Percival, and she felt like just letting him fall. He’d stepped on her fingers three times without once thanking her for catching him over and over.

Just before they reached the top, Silas’s voice floated down. “Anaroo, is that you? Did you happen to bring more nails by any chance? Also rope, some paint, a number nine tackle block, and I could really use— Oh.” He looked over the side. “Percy... I didn’t expect—”

“Surely I have a right to visit any sailboat tethered to my own ship,” snapped Percival, the effect somewhat diminished because he was trying to catch his breath.

Anaroo looked around his head at Silas and mouthed the word, “Layjen.”

Silas was already reaching to give Percival a hand into the boat, which of course he could not take without letting go of the ladder. In a final graceless scramble, he cleared the gunnel and stood gasping and leaning on it. Anaroo came up wordlessly behind him, trying to remember why she’d agreed to do this.

“Of course you can come aboard,” said Silas warmly. “Have you noticed our new airbladder?” He gestured at the enormous, ungainly balloon riding above the sails. “And have a look at our makeshift ballonet! I fill it with furnace bellows, but it does work!”

“That is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard of,” said Percival, but his ears perked up. He was staring around the little ship, still breathing hard, but beginning to look curious.

“Yes, I know,” said Silas, laughing. “Watch.” He picked up the furnace bellows, secured them to a hose running into the balloon, and began to pump. A moment later, the little craft began to descend.

Percival shook his head. “Gods. What’s the valve made of?”

“It’s a real butterfly valve,” said Silas. “One of the refugee ships had one in its stores. Can you believe it? But we didn’t have a proper housing. You have to—” He raised the blunt end of a boat hook and pressed it into a particular spot in the folds of the balloon. A moment later, they all heard the hiss of escaping air. “Break the seal by hand,” finished Silas. The little sailboat rose again as the light-gas inside the balloon expanded.

Percival’s eyes flicked around the boat. “I’m surprised you haven’t already tricked her out with reverse pumps and a double wingsail.”

Silas grinned. “Give me another day.”

“Does that horizontal rudder actually work? It looks flimsy.”

“Yes! Here, let’s just take her up for a bit.”

“Oh.” Percival looked alarmed. “No need for that.”

Too late, thought Anaroo. He doesn’t need much of an excuse.

Silas was already hoisting the rope ladder, which could now be wound on a spool. “Anaroo, would you mind spreading a bit more sail and giving me one more notch on the pectoral sails before we cast off?”

“Aye-aye, Skipper.”

Percival hesitated a moment, then went to sit in the bows. It was a glorious, clear night, though chilly. Silas demonstrated the Honeytail’s new stability by letting her heel hard over before the wind. She didn’t flip, even when he let her rise into the true winter gusts above the lee of the island. Anaroo had never been this high in the Honeytail before. Holovarus sparkled below them, traced in ship’s lights. Anaroo could see other islands off in the distance, including what must be the mass of Malabar.

“You can actually see the Cormorant with my telescope,” Silas told Percival. “It’s under that bench. Have a look.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Percival stood up, opened the bench, and found the telescope. Anaroo noticed that he was moving very carefully. He’s afraid he’ll drop it, she thought, but she didn’t dare try to help him.

Percival raised the telescope to his eye and trained it on the mass of Malabar. Anaroo could tell when he spotted the Cormorant, because his whole body went rigid. He stood up straighter. “Sure enough...” he breathed. “Amadae’s last creation. You know they say she was made for war.”

“I know,” said Silas.

“I bet you can’t wait to get your hands on her.”

Anaroo spoke up, “I’m sure you can’t, either. You should come with us.”

She glanced at Silas. He’s asked once, and he doesn’t usually ask twice. Still...he’s in a good mood.

“Yes,” said Silas easily. “You should.”

Percival gave a snort. “You don’t need a one-armed invalid in a cutting-out. I can’t even climb a rope ladder without...” He shook his head.

“It would be nice to have someone along who understands airships,” said Silas. “Gus knew the Albatross inside and out, but the Cormorant will be different.”

“Most of my crew were on the Ray,” said Percival, with a touch of animosity. Anaroo knew that he’d lost the Ray due to competition with Silas. “They’re good with airships; you’ll be fine.”

“They didn’t go to the airship academy on Mance,” persisted Silas. “I doubt any of them have ever taken apart a gearbox.”

“I couldn’t take apart a gearbox now,” muttered Percival. “You need two hands for that.”

An uncomfortable silence fell between them. Percival raised the telescope again. Anaroo was at a loss. Well, I tried.

Silas asked her to adjust the pectoral sails, and she’d just crossed the deck to do so, when the parchment—long and awkward—slipped from her coat pocket and rolled across the deck. It was a genuine accident, although Anaroo made no move to correct it. The parchment came to rest at Silas’s feet. “What’s this?”

Anaroo said nothing.

Silas untied the string and unrolled the sheet. He blinked at the drawing, then spread it out more fully to examine it in the moonlight. Percival turned to see what they were doing. He stiffened. “Where did you get that?”

Anaroo sighed. “Layjen.”

Percival swore quietly.

“This would have been right around the time I won the Albatross.” Silas squinted at the drawing. “In fact...it might have been the same night.”

“It was,” muttered Percival.

Silas lowered the picture suddenly. He handed it back to Anaroo and began fiddling with the rudder. “Gods, we were young.”

Percival gave a bitter smile. “We were celebrating your victory.”

“I can’t believe you kept it,” said Silas without turning around.

“Me neither.” Percival turned to Anaroo with a scowl. “What did Layjen put you up to exactly?”

She sighed. “He said you’d had some bad news. He thought coming up here might make you feel better.”

“What news?” asked Silas.

“Oh...” Percival waved his hand. “The Kestrel was on Hilliard’s list of ships captured or sunk during the battle with the jagers. That’s my father’s ship if you don’t remember.”

“I remember.”

Percival thrust his hand into his pocket with a calm that was pitifully artificial. “Bellwater Bay was sacked and burned.”

Silas peered at him in the moonlight. “Do you know for sure what happened to your family?”

“Probably killed. Sold into slavery in the Lawless Lands if they were lucky. The children were twelve and eight.”

Silas blinked. “Oh, Percy... I’m sorry. I didn’t realize... Remind me which princess you ended up marrying?”

“Melwa.”

“I thought you couldn’t stand her.”

Percival shrugged. “My father loved the idea of a royal bloodline, and she was willing to overlook my objectionable personality in light of our vast wealth...which only became vaster when the king gave us a royal monopoly. Perfect match.”

Silas said nothing.

Percival hunched down into his fine coat, tugging distractedly at the empty sleeve. “Our children played with their royal cousins quite often, I’m told.”

“Did you never see them?” asked Silas in wonder.

Percival shrugged. “Melwa didn’t like me much, and I suppose I didn’t give her any reason to. Gambling all the time, drinking too much, and the occasional indiscretion...it doesn’t endear you to a princess. I stayed on the island for a couple of years, but nobody was happy. So I went back to the ships. She was relieved to have me gone, and I kept trying to prove I could do anything to...” He caught himself. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this, Silas. You know my faults perfectly well.”

After a moment’s stillness, Silas reached out and took the parchment again from Anaroo. “That was an amazing night.”

Percival gave a ragged laugh. “Until I ruined it.”

“You didn’t ruin it. Surely that’s obvious now.”

Percival just shook his head. “The world is ending for people like me.” He glanced at Anaroo. “And I can’t say we didn’t have it coming. You always land on your feet, though, Silas. You’ll be alright.”

Anaroo cocked her head. “What happened...that night?”

Silas started to say something. Then the ship gave a little wobble and he turned to correct the sails and rudder. Percival staggered, and Anaroo moved to catch him before he fell over. “This is exactly what you want to be doing on a cutting-out, right?” he said as she deposited him on a bench.

When she did not respond, he continued, “You want to know what happened the night Silas and I stopped being friends? Well, my dear, I’ll tell you. It’s a very short story. We got drunk the night he won the Albatross. Us and a dozen of the sailors and gamblers we ran around with in the off-season. That portrait was early in the evening. By the end, we’d been in every tavern in town. At some point in the middle watch, we were sitting in the back of a room, and a bunch of people were dancing, and there was a lot of noise, and I leaned over and kissed him.”

Anaroo gave a startled laugh.

Percival shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

Silas finally spoke. “You did not just kiss me! You practically crawled into my lap!”

Percival threw up his hand. “How was I supposed to know?” In a smaller voice, he muttered, “I said I was sorry, didn’t I?”

Silas’s face fell. “You are not the one who needs to apologize for that.”

Percival stared at the deck. “You were just...so smart. I was some stupid rich kid who never knew what he wanted. But you always knew exactly what you wanted. And you chased it so hard... I thought you were amazing.”

Silas gave a heavy sigh. “Like I said, you are not the one who needs to apologize.”

“You got so angry...” continued Percival. “I thought you’d be over it by the next day, but you weren’t. You had a lot of things to attend to with the new ship and new crew, so I didn’t see you for a while. It took me half a year to realize we weren’t friends anymore and that you weren’t coming back...ever. Then we’d run into each other in the gambling houses, and you were merciless, Silas.”

Silas winced.

“You played for blood every time. At first, I told myself that you were just making enough money to fit out that new ship, but it felt like...like we’d never really been friends, you know? Like you’d only used me to get into those clubs. Now that you had your ship, you didn’t need me anymore. At first I was hurt. Then I got angry. After a while, I suppose I got pretty spiteful.”

Percival tucked his hand inside his coat and seemed to fold in on himself. “Deep down, though, I figured it really was my fault...that I’d insulted your masculinity and you couldn’t forgive me.”

Silas was shaking his head. “I was terrified that you would figure out I wasn’t a grishnard. I actually thought you might have, because you...had your hands everywhere! It was bad enough that some of the girls knew, but they were good at keeping secrets, and they didn’t move in the same circles we did. They didn’t know the rules of all the gambling houses or the airships. You do realize that Gabriel’s doesn’t allow non-grishnards to play, right?”

Percival’s brow furrowed. “I never paid much attention to that stuff.”

“Because you didn’t have to!” said Silas. “But I did. And I knew I wasn’t likely to win another airship. I had this one chance, Percy. And you could have destroyed it, simply by blurting out this little detail about my body. Even if you didn’t say it right there in the middle of the tavern, I thought you might turn on me next time I beat you at cards.”

Percival’s ears drooped.

“Before the Albatross,” continued Silas, “my potential losses were mostly theoretical, but seeing that airship...suddenly I had something to lose. I felt certain that, if I kept running around town with all of you, losing control of myself in public places, I’d get caught. I decided to take some hard advice I’d gotten from another airship captain. I made a clean break with all of my old friends and bought a better poppy pipe. I smoked when I felt lonely. It wasn’t ideal, but I didn’t give myself away, and I kept my ship.”

He took a deep breath. “I knew you thought I held that kiss against you. But my reaction had nothing to do with you and who you were. It had everything to do with me and who I was.”

Percival nodded without looking up.

Silas gestured for Anaroo to come take the tiller for a moment. He crossed the boat and sat down beside Percival. “Come with us to Malabar, Percy. Please?”

Percival glanced at him sidelong. His tail quivered on the bench between them. “It would certainly make Layjen happy. He won’t shut up about it.”

“He’s just worried for you.”

“I’m not any use in a fight,” muttered Percival, though with less conviction. “I’ll be an awkward nuisance.”

Anaroo spoke up. “I don’t know whether Layjen is aware of this, but Padmay told Gus that she is coming. And I got the impression that she thinks Layjen is coming.”

Percival looked up. “You’re joking.”

Anaroo shook her head. “You will be the least awkward person in this boat.”

Percival gave an uneasy laugh. “I suppose.”

Silas patted him on the back. “You’ll come then?”

“Well, I don’t know who will sail the Anemone when we all die, but I suppose it would be a shame to be left out.”

“Excellent!” Silas stood up. “Do you think you could find someone to make a copy of that portrait? Because I would like one.”

Percival smiled. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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Chapter 22. Starry Night
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Anaroo returned to her own cabin after seeing Percy back to his. After a moment’s consideration, she threw some things into a bag and went out again. Red moon had dipped behind a cloud when she started to climb, and the lights in the Honeytail had been extinguished. The vague bulk of the sailboat looked dark and still. Silas might have come down. But Anaroo kept climbing.

She found him sitting in the prow, hunched in his coat, looking out over the harbor in the cold wind. He did not turn around when Anaroo came bumping over the side. She set down her burden and came to sit beside him. “Well, Percy is half jealous and half in love with you.”

Silas gave an uneasy laugh. “He always was. That’s why I never told him. I never knew when the jealousy might get the better of...of the other. He always had a temper.”

Anaroo crossed her arms on the gunnel. In the harbor below, ships were extinguishing all but their night watch lights. The town had grown darker, too. The castle hill seemed very close at this height, crowned in toothy shadows.

“Percy had so many choices,” muttered Silas, “and he just never could decide what he wanted. That was exasperating to me.” Silas hunched deeper into his coat. “I didn’t...didn’t treat him very well, though. I thought he’d be alright when I left, and he wasn’t. One of our friends—Elrick—came to see me during my first shipping season with the Albatross. He asked if I’d seen Percy lately, and I said, ‘No.’ He said, ‘You should hire him.’ I laughed.” Silas’s voice dropped to a murmur. “The way Elrick looked at me... I knew, then, that Percy wasn’t alright. I just chose not to think about it.”

Anaroo scooted over against him, mostly for warmth.

“He should have been the one with the ship,” said Silas. “He had everything in his favor. He could have been one of those captains who didn’t use capstan slaves. No one would have challenged him.”

Anaroo found one of Silas’s hands. It was very cold, and she folded it inside her coat. She spoke at last. “But you were the one who knew what you wanted. And that’s powerful, Silas. If you want something badly enough, others will follow you.”

Silas said nothing.

“But,” continued Anaroo, “Gus is a better first mate. He’s competent, he loves you dearly, and he’s not the least bit jealous.”

Silas laughed. “Gus doesn’t understand jealousy at all. I think he’s still confused about why Layjen doesn’t like him.” He hesitated. “Is Padmay truly planning to come on the cutting-out? She just had three babies.”

“That’s what I heard,” said Anaroo. “She had those cubs half a red month ago. Any zed would be hunting again by now.”

Silas looked unconvinced. “Are the infants even weaned?”

“I believe she has found a nursing mother aboard the Nightingale to share those duties.”

Silas considered. “Well, I’ll think about it. I’m sure Padmay knows airships, but I can’t have strife among my crew. I’d rather be short-handed than have that. I will speak with her and make a decision.”

Anaroo smiled. “Of course you will. You’re the captain.”

Silas shook his head. Anaroo could feel him shivering. He’d worked up a sweat while sailing the boat, and now it was cooling in the chilly air. “I am short-tempered, secretive, and dictatorial,” he muttered. “I don’t know why anybody wants to follow me anywhere.”

Anaroo drew both his hands inside her coat, under her shirt, against her skin. Then he finally got the message and wrapped his arms around her. “What’s all that stuff you brought with you?”

“Bedding,” said Anaroo. “We’re going to sleep up here, right?”

“Oh... Well, I— I didn’t—”

“Sleeping below would mean you’d have to come down,” said Anaroo patiently. “Are you coming down?”

Silas stared at the sails with a helpless expression.

“No,” said Anaroo, “but I’ve been putting you to bed since the evening we met.” She disentangled herself and went to spread out the blankets.

Silas laughed and came over to help. “Thank you,” he said meekly.

“It would be very sad if you caught a chill and died so close to getting your hands on this legendary airship.”

“She’s not really legendary. Only to airship—”

“Fanatics?” suggested Anaroo.

“Enthusiasts,” said Silas.

“Well, enthusiastically take your clothes off and crawl in here. It’s warmer if you’re not wearing clothes.”

“Is it really?”

“Yes. Take it from someone who has slept outside a lot.”

“I bow to your expertise.”

They were both shivering by the time they’d rolled themselves together in a nest of blankets. They started to kiss, but Silas broke off with his teeth chattering. “Sorry.”

Anaroo laughed and pulled the blanket up over their heads to get warmer. Silas pressed his cold nose against her neck. “I take it Percy doesn’t...doesn’t bother you?”

“Because he threatened to sell me to a mine? I suppose I have forgiven him for that.” It hardly seems like an offense beside the things Gwain would like me to forgive.

She could feel Silas grimace against her cheek. “I had forgotten about that.”

“Well, he was about to hand you over to the Maijhan Port Authority to be exposed and possibly hanged. You had other things on your mind.”

“I wasn’t referring to any of that. I only meant...well, you said it yourself.”

He sounded so serious that Anaroo restrained her impulse to laugh. “Silas, I did mention that I have had several mates over the years, right? Surely you didn’t think they disliked each other.”

There was a long pause. Then Silas pulled back to look her in the eyes. “You mean...you had several mates...at the same time?”

Anaroo blinked at him. “How else would one have them?”

Silas barked a laugh. He kissed her on the nose. “Grishnards would have them one at a time.”

“Oh.” Anaroo considered. “I suppose they would. But grishnards have so much time!” She made an elaborate motion with her hands and then drew them back quickly to avoid letting in the cold air. “Time to do things slowly, to do them in rows, to...to waste decades with a person they dislike.”

Silas’s almond eyes were pools of shadow in his pale face. Anaroo couldn’t tell what he was thinking. “And you feel like you have to do everything at once?”

“Of course we do! If you’re a zed on Maijha Minor, you’re going to get maybe one decade as an adult. You’ve got to make it count.”

Silas cupped her face with one hand. Anaroo knew the gesture was meant to be soothing, but it also made her suspect that he felt sorry for her.

She decided to change tack. “Besides, my tribe believes that the seed competes inside the woman. Only the strongest seed becomes a child. So, it’s best for a woman to have as many mates as possible—more competition, stronger children.”

While a number of cultures living in and around the crescent practiced multiple marriage, Anaroo was pretty sure that this idea was original to zeds. She had spent enough time around grishnards to know that they would find such a custom strange, possibly offensive. She watched Silas’s face in the dimness, but his card-player’s mask gave nothing away.

Finally, he said, “Are there really enough men to do that?”

Anaroo shrugged. “No. We fight over them sometimes.”

She saw that he was laughing. “What a strange world you come from.”

“We’d loan them sometimes, if we were feeling charitable.”

Silas laughed harder. “Oh, gods.”

“Not against their will,” said Anaroo quickly.

“Naturally.”

“Are you mocking me?”

“Not at all.” He thought for a moment. “So...were they...friendly with each other, too?”

“Well, they had to be...at least a little bit. If the men don’t feel any affection for each other, that sort of thing gets very awkward.”

“I can imagine.”

Anaroo snickered. “No, you can’t.”

“You’re probably right.” He’d stopped shivering, and the hand cupping her face slid down her throat, fingertips trailing over her collarbone, breasts, and belly, tracing her stripes and scars. His touch was feather-light—a card-player’s hands. Part of her wanted to tell him, “I am not fragile.” But then he might stop.

Anaroo leaned forward and kissed him. His teeth weren’t chattering anymore. He certainly wasn’t cold. His warm fingers slid into the fur below her waist, and now they were unmistakably a sailor’s hands, and he certainly didn’t think she was fragile. When she couldn’t stand it anymore, Anaroo pressed her hips against him and moaned into his mouth. Silas gave a little growl and rolled over on top of her.

Distantly, she thought, What better way to christen a sailboat?

Anaroo remembered standing in the keelhead basket of the Scarlet Albatross. A little voice inside had whispered, “You could be happy here.”

For most of her life, Anaroo had dreamed of revenge, of success, but never of happiness. Now happiness had its claws in her. We may die chasing it. Is that absurd? Silas didn’t think so. Maybe he’s right. In any case, I am a zed. And zeds were never meant to live so long.
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Chapter 23. Coffee and Paint
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“Good morning, Skipper! Needles was concerned that you were not in your cabin, but I told him you’d be up here. I see someone brought you a few blankets. Oh, now, don’t look at me like that; I brought coffee.”

Anaroo woke to Gus’s cheerfully booming voice and loud thumping footsteps as he came over the side. He continued without encouragement. “Gods, what a lovely morning! I think they’re about to fire those guns again, though, so you might as well wake up.”

Anaroo opened her eyes under the blankets as Silas began to move. He rolled onto his belly and crept out on his elbows. Anaroo could smell the coffee and surmised that Gus had placed it on the deck. Bright sunlight shone through the fabric of their sanctuary, and drafts of cold, crisp air wafted in where Silas had broken the seal. “Did you bring paint?” he rasped.

“Paint and new hinges for the trap door and that spring you wanted!”

“You found the spring?”

“Found the original! They didn’t actually throw it out after all. It was in a crate at the very back of the hold. I oiled it.”

They chatted on. Anaroo’s ear was resting against Silas’s ribs and she listened to the rumble of his voice without caring much what he said. She watched the muscles of his back move under his freckled skin as he shifted. Further down, his twitching tail was already disturbing the blankets. Another moment and he’ll be up and into that paint.

Anaroo moved to peer out, and Gus broke off what he was saying. “Anaroo! I didn’t realize you were under there. Have a duck egg. And here’s coffee.” She didn’t realize until she started to sip it that he’d given her his.

Gus sat down on a bench and stretched his arms along the rail with an expression of contented benevolence. “Silveo was over here at daybreak to talk to Theseus and Belvedere. He wants them to stay in the castle during the cutting-out—help with the guns on the cliffs when the time comes. Glossy is thinking about it.”

“They seemed to be getting along pretty well,” observed Silas. “Glossy and Silveo, I mean.”

Gus nodded. “They are. And Belvedere has warmed up to Silveo wonderfully since they started working with the guns. He doesn’t talk much about him, but he wants to go over there all the time. Silveo...” Gus shook his head. “He’s changed, hasn’t he, Silas? I mean, maybe I’m just misremembering, but he seems different.”

“He’s mellowed,” said Silas. He sipped his coffee. “So have you compared to fifteen years ago.”

Gus barked a laugh.

“Is Glossy worried about trouble with the other kids again?” asked Silas.

Gus shrugged. “Maybe. But I think Dakar is going with the waterborne cutting-out party, so at least that won’t be a problem.” He hesitated. “Not that she dislikes Belvedere. It’s Mouse that he doesn’t get along with, and Dakar is Mouse’s friend.” He threw up his hands. “Kids!”

“I don’t know where they get it,” said Silas.

Even Anaroo laughed at that.

“Silveo said they’re waiting for a dark night for the cutting-out,” continued Gus. “Messy weather or the new red moon—whichever comes first. It shouldn’t be long at this time of year. We need to be ready by this evening if possible, although I think tonight will be clear.”

“We’ll be ready,” said Silas. He finished his egg and coffee, pushed himself up, and reached for his shirt. Anaroo followed. She hurried to dress, mostly because the air was frigid. She couldn’t help noticing how both Silas and Gus averted their eyes. They’ve both seen me naked more days than any of us could easily remember. Silas just woke up with my head on his chest! And yet they blush when I put on clothes. I will never understand grishnards.

“I heard Padmay is thinking of coming on the cutting-out,” said Silas when he’d hopped into his  trousers.

“She is!” said Gus happily. “She says she is tired of being cooped up, and knocking a bunch of jagers on the head will be just the thing.” More quietly, he added, “She also said something about baptizing her infants in the blood of an enemy, but that’s probably just a hunti manner of speech.”

“Is Layjen going?” demanded Silas.

Gus’s expression grew vague. “Well...I don’t know. I mean, how would I—?”

Silas drew a long breath. “I have invited Percy. I realize he’s crippled, but aside from me, he knows more about the Cormorant than anyone else aboard, and he has dealt with a variety of gearboxes and airships.”

Gus adopted a circumspect expression. “Very good, Skipper.”

“And,” continued Silas, “I suspect that Layjen will want to come along to look after Percy. I could be wrong, but there’s nothing for the Anemone to do except lie at anchor. I expect Layjen will come with us.”

Gus gave a non-committal inclination of his head.

Silas looked up from where he was opening paint cans to glare at his first mate. After a moment, Gus threw up his hands. “What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to talk to him.”

“About what?”

Silas refused to dignify this with an answer. “I know you are civil to each other in public, and I appreciate that. I know that he appreciates your part in saving their lives. But I also know that whenever Padmay is actually in the room, there’s a certain...tension.”

Gus rolled his eyes. “We won’t get into a fight in your sailboat, Silas.”

“Are you sure you speak for Padmay and Layjen?”

“Would you rather I not come?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“I’m sure you can find one of the Anemones who knows just as much about airships as I do, and who doesn’t have any complicated—”

Silas shot to his feet. “Gods’ blood, Gus, this is going to be hard enough without me worrying that you might get stabbed by our own people!”

Gus stared at him.

Silas massaged his temples. “Maybe I need more coffee. I am not expressing myself well.”

Yes, you are, thought Anaroo.

Gus leaned over and put an arm around him. “Sorry.”

Silas licked his lips. “I will speak to Padmay. I want you to speak to Layjen. If I think you are in danger from our own people, I will not be able to focus. Do you understand?”

Gus squeezed his shoulder. “I love you, too.”

Silas shook him off and pulled on his coat. “Let’s get this boat painted.”
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Chapter 24. History
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That evening, Marlie sat in the Anemone’s dispensary, drawing by the light of the swinging lantern and listening to the distant sounds of a fiddle playing in the forecastle. Glossy sat across from her, sewing new winter shirts for Belvedere and retailoring his jacket. “Because he’s grown out of everything from last year,” she said, laughing.

“Is that gold lace you’re putting on his cuffs?” asked Marlie.

Glossy nodded without looking up. “He asked for it. Well, he asked for ‘fancy cuffs.’”

“Does he know how much gold lace costs?”

Glossy waved a hand. “I had some in scraps.”

Marlie thought for a moment. “It’s Silveo, isn’t it? The way he dresses.”

Glossy shrugged. “Belvedere doesn’t say so.”

Marlie went back to her drawing. After a moment, she said, “Does it bother you?”

Glossy shook her head. Her pale hair fairly glowed in the low light. “I’m glad they’re friends. I doubt I would have said that before I met Silveo again—met him for the first time, really—but I’m glad.” Her pretty nose crinkled. “I do wish they’d do something other than shoot those guns, though. It’s unsettling how excited Belvedere gets to see something destroyed. And he keeps talking about a gunship. What future is there in such a thing except as a soldier or a mercenary? I do hope he’ll grow out of that.”

Marlie smiled at her drawing.

“I rather hoped he’d become a healer,” continued Glossy. “A real healer with formal training. I used to dream about sending him to school.”

“You are a real healer,” said Marlie.

“Yes, but you know—a broader specialty.”

“Speaking of your specialty, how are Padmay’s cubs? I heard she was looking for a wet nurse.”

“She found one,” said Glossy, “aboard the Nightingale. The cubs are doing well, but that one...” Glossy set down her sewing and rubbed her eyes. “Marlie, don’t say this to anyone else, because I’m telling you in confidence as a fellow healer, but that one girl looks less like the others every day. If she ends up having grishnard female features...well, she won’t look like any hunti who’s ever lived. It will be very obvious that she’s not Layjen’s.”

Marlie frowned. “That hadn’t even occurred to me.” She thought a little more. “If that one had been male...”

Glossy nodded. “A male half-breed might be able to pass, but female hunti don’t look like female grishnards. Not ever. Right now, the babies all look similar to an inexperienced eye, but I can tell. So can Padmay. And so can that wet nurse she found. It was my impression that she was at pains to find one who wouldn’t make an issue of it.”

Marlie sighed. “Is she afraid that Layjen will kill the child?”

Glossy gave a bitter smile. “No, but I am afraid he might kill Gus. Gus was supposed to talk to him today. I gather Silas made it very clear that he did not want discord on the cutting-out.”

Marlie changed her pen nib. “Seems like Layjen would have done something by now if he was going to. Although...as the child develops, I suppose it’ll be harder to ignore.”

“I don’t think the child is in danger...except in the sense that she won’t fit in with her peers. I was talking to the wet nurse, and I realized something about the Anemone’s hunti. Padmay is their leader.”

Marlie’s eyebrows rose. “She’s not even a ship’s officer.”

“Doesn’t matter. Hunti packs aren’t always aligned with a ship’s hierarchy, and in any case, this isn’t their ship. It’s Captain Bellwater’s ship; they were merely hired to sail her. Hunti women are bigger and usually in charge. Layjen is their liaison to the grishnard world, but he’s not really their leader. He’s also...”

“An outsider,” said Marlie thoughtfully.

Glossy nodded. “He was raised by grishnards. I heard a rumor that he was raised in the Haplagian royal court.”

Marlie was not surprised. “He certainly talks like it. Do you think he was a slave? They use slaves there to guard the royal family and even as playmates or...pets, I guess you would call them...for the royal children. They live better than most grishnard commoners, but they’re still slaves.”

Glossy nodded. “I would guess something like that. It would be a hard transition, I would think, to a hunti pack. I wonder if he feels like Gus has jeopardized his position in some way.”

Marlie sighed. “If Layjen would actually watch them together, he’d see that Padmay and Gus are mostly drinking buddies who like to spin outrageous tales. Whatever Padmay and Layjen have, Gus is not a competitor for it...or even interested.”

Glossy refocused on her needlework. After a moment, she continued, “I don’t think Layjen would dare say a word to Padmay. I don’t think they’ve even had a conversation about Gus. Men do not trouble women with such things in hunti culture. However, hunti men do sometimes duel with each other. Layjen is not allowed to hold a grudge against Padmay or the baby—not if he wants to keep his place in the pack—but he can hold a grudge against Gus. He can even kill Gus under the right circumstances, and the pack won’t punish him for it. Padmay has protected Gus, but there are limits to what she can and will do.”

Marlie flicked her spotted ears. “Gus would save himself a lot of trouble if he’d just keep his trousers on.”

Glossy tutted. “That’s not as easy for everyone as it is for—” She broke off. “What is that you’re working on?”

Marlie smiled. She turned the portrait around and held it up in the lamplight. Glossy squinted for a moment. Then her eyes opened wide, and she covered her mouth with one hand. “Oh! Oh, I didn’t realize... That’s the captain! Both of them! Gods, they’re so young! Where did you—?”

“Percival asked me to make a copy,” said Marlie. “There’s the original.”

Glossy glanced at it critically. “Yours is better.” She stared at the portrait for a long moment, then raised worried eyes to Marlie. “Oh, I do hope they come back from this cutting-out. I’ve been trying not to think about it, but...”

Marlie spoke quickly. “We should all go up to the castle that evening—you and I and Belvedere and Theseus. Let’s go up there, chat with Silveo, maybe even run up to the cliffs and watch the guns fired.”

“Watch them destroy something?” muttered Glossy. “Do you think Belvedere understands that they’ll be firing on real ships and not rafts? Ships full of people who will die when they sink? I know they’re our enemies, but Belvedere is eleven... Isn’t that too young to kill someone?”

Not where I come from, thought Marlie, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it aloud. “I still think we should go up to the castle that evening. It’s better than sitting here wringing our hands.”
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Chapter 25. Awkward Conversations
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Gwain sat in the prow of a water taxi, approaching the Anemone and admiring the newly painted Honeytail. She was charcoal black and as sleek as a little airship could be while carrying an extra balloon just above her sails.

Tzu, the winged wolf, poked her nose up over the gunnel, her fine, dark fur glistening with ocean spray. Gwain reached out to stroke her head, and she crawled into his lap. He sighed. There was nothing quite like cuddling a large, damp bat to make one look rumpled. But she did agree to ride with me like a civilized creature instead of flying over and startling their lookout in the crosstrees.

“Are you and Merta getting along these days?” he asked over the splash of the oars.

Tzu gave a non-committal flick of her ears. “She says it will be better when you are in a house.”

Gwain frowned. “I need a bigger cabin. Or a separate one for my collections.”

“One of the pickling jars fell from your bookcase yesterday. I believe she threw it out the window.”

“What was it?”

“Rat fetuses.”

“Ah. Well, at least nothing rare.”

“I do not think Merta likes rat fetuses.”

Very few people do. “Let’s not talk about this anymore right now, Tzu.”

The water taxi brought them expertly alongside with hardly a bump. Gwain tossed Tzu into the air and then climbed up himself. Anaroo was waiting at the railing, beaming and breathless, having just come down from the sailboat. Her blue eye gleamed in the evening light. “What do you think of the Honeytail?” she asked as she helped him over the side. “Did you see us take her around the island this afternoon?”

“She’s glorious, Anaroo. And I think she’ll be all but invisible on a dark night.” Tzu had settled down beside him. She and Anaroo had long been acquainted, and Anaroo held out her hand to be licked in greeting. Tzu paused to peer up at her. “You taste strange.”

“Do I?”

Gwain glanced at Tzu, his next sentence forgotten. “Strange, how?”

“Bluey-green,” said Tzu. She did not see the world in colors so far as Gwain could tell, but she did taste an extraordinary array of nameless flavors, and she freely appropriated words.

Gwain stared at her for another moment, then dragged his eyes back to Anaroo. “I was thinking of coming with you on the cutting-out. Do you suppose there’ll be room?”

It was Anaroo’s turn to express surprise. “Well... You’d need to talk to Silas. Weight-restrictions and all that...” She looked up at the Honeytail, bit her lip. “Besides...surely you’re going with the waterborne party.”

She did not say, With Gerard and Silveo.

Gwain smiled. “Oh, they will do just fine without me.”

Anaroo glanced at him sidelong. “Then why go at all? We may not come back.”

Gwain lowered his voice so that not even the sailors overhead could hear. “You nearly died chasing my dream, Roo. The least I can do is take a turn chasing yours.”

Anaroo’s expression had gone so slack that Gwain wondered whether he’d made a mistake.

“It is what you want, right? This ship? It’s not just what Silas wants?”

Anaroo blinked. “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Yes, it’s what I want. It’s—” She mastered herself. “Yes.”

Gwain considered giving her a hug, but she looked uncharacteristically fragile. “I thought I might bring Tzu. She can be quite helpful. Shall I speak to Silas?”

Anaroo nodded. “He’s in the Honeytail.” She gestured towards the rope ladder battened to the deck.

Gwain found Silas folding what looked like spare canvas on the floor of the sailboat. “Good evening, Captain! Your ship is an absolute pleasure to behold.”

Silas smiled. “Thank you.” He paused to take a careful look at Tzu, who’d settled on the railing. They’d met before, but never in the Honeytail. When it became clear that the animal would be well-behaved, he continued, “We have adjusted and tested and painted and tested once more. I think she will perform as desired. Thank you again for your expertise and generosity in the matter of the light-gas.”

Gwain bowed. “It was the least I could do. I was hoping to do more. Would you permit me to join your party on the cutting-out?” He grinned and couldn’t help adding, “I have some small experience with espionage.”

Silas cocked his head. “The leader of Wefrivain’s legendary faun Resistance wants to join my little raiding party. I think I have to say yes.”

Gwain laughed. “I haven’t been doing that for several years. Now I just collect beetles.”

Silas snorted. “Does Anaroo know?”

“I already asked her. She seemed pleased.”

Silas nodded. “I think it will mean a lot to her. Especially considering...well, she still has nightmares.” He hesitated. “And sometimes she wakes up and doesn’t know who she is for a moment.”

Gwain winced.

Silas knelt and started folding canvas again. “It’s been hard for her...here with Gerard and Silveo and all of these grishnards. She’s exercised a great deal of self-restraint.”

Gwain nodded. “I know. I wish...” He licked his lips. “I wish she would let Dakar look at her. Dakar might be able to...undo whatever she did.”

Silas was already shaking his head. “Anaroo is not going to let that kid anywhere near her.”

“Understood.” Gwain glanced down just to make sure that Anaroo wasn’t climbing up the rope ladder, but they were completely alone. “Silas, there’s something else you should know about Anaroo. The zeds on Maijha Minor live short, violent lives. That was true even before she was captured and tortured, and there were some other things...”

Silas looked up from folding sailcloth, his dark eyes sharp. “What other things?”

“Anaroo will tell you that zeds don’t get attached to their children, that they can’t afford to. But that’s not true. Zeds love their children just like everyone else. It’s not zeds. It’s her. Because of the way her first child died. Did she tell you about that?”

Silas shook his head. “She has a right to her secrets.”

“Yes, but I think you may need to know this one, so I’m going to tell you. Anaroo had her first child—a little boy—when she was thirteen. When the child was about two years old, she went out to check on the zebras one day with the baby toddling behind. They were attacked by off-season hunters, and the child was taken.”

Silas grew very still.

“She had a bow,” continued Gwain, “but she was fifteen and pregnant, and she missed.”

Silas stood slowly and walked to the railing. After a moment, he muttered, “That’s why she’s so good at it.”

Gwain nodded. “She practiced. A lot. The worst part was that the hunters stole the child alive. It’s illegal to take live slaves off Maijha Minor or to take children as trophies. So the hunters almost certainly killed him and disposed of his body in the jungle, perhaps after abusing him. You can image what effect this might have on a young mother.”

Another long silence. Finally Silas said, “I often wonder how she manages to forgive any of us.”

“She’s better and kinder than she thinks,” said Gwain. “But...like so many of us, she’s also a little broken. I talked to Dakar about what she did in that dungeon, and a lot of it involves bringing people’s worst memories to the surface. If Anaroo is reliving a worst memory...it’s that one.”

Silas nodded.

Gwain took a deep breath. “I met her about nine years later. Anaroo never bonded very well with her children. She was closer to her grandchildren, but she kept her distance even from them. I thought... Well, anyway, now you know. I doubt she’s intentionally keeping it a secret. I doubt she thinks it’s important at all. From a zed perspective, it happened an eternity ago.”

Silas gave a sad chuckle. “She’s a few years younger than me, but from the way she talks, you’d think she’s a hundred and five.”

“For a zed of Maijha Minor, she might as well be.” Gwain smiled and adopted a lighter tone. “She was telling me about this telescope of yours. I’ve heard of them, but grishnards don’t use them much. May I see it?”

*  *  *  *
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GUS TRIED THREE TIMES to talk to Layjen on deck, but each time, Layjen contrived to be very busy. He didn’t even have to try very hard, as the Anemone was still making repairs from their encounter with jager ships, now that they had access to a better-equipped dockyard. Gus could have spoken to him at dinner, but they rarely sat beside one another, and it seemed like an awkward thing to call across the table.

When the barometer began to drop, promising stormy weather, Gus began to feel desperate. At last, against his better judgment, he knocked on Layjen’s cabin door one evening. “Come in!”

Gus had never been in here before, and he wasn’t sure what to expect. With Percy sick, Layjen ran the ship. He had the roomiest of the officer’s cabins, big enough for entertaining, but Gus had never known him to host a meal. Padmay and other hunti sometimes came and went, but always in an informal manner.

Gus opened the door and stepped into a well-lit apartment, beautifully decorated in shades of turquoise, cream, and gold. There was a sitting area and office, with a bedchamber just visible through a door beyond. The furniture all had swooping lines and reminded Gus of the sort of restaurant that he would have labeled “too expensive.” What was more, the entire apartment was covered in art—paintings of all sizes and a variety of subjects. A ship in the midst of a storm dominated the far wall—its crew struggling to bring her over the next wave amid geysers of spray, the heaving sea spilling over her bows in complex shades of green, gray, and blue. Gus stared at it, mesmerized.

“Yes?” came a voice, and he turned to see a desk. Layjen was sitting behind it, a ledger in front of him. He was dressed in his shirtsleeves, though he still wore the customary amount of hunti gold jewelry. He spoke without looking up. “What do you need, Creevy?”

“Well...” Gus took another step into the room, looked down at his boots, and realized that he was about to spoil the rug. He took a quick step back. He noticed that most of the paintings hanging around Layjen’s desk were of people. They didn’t look like dockside sketches of friends, though. They looked like the sort of art that grishnards would pay a lot of money for. One stood out from the others—a young woman of perhaps twenty or twenty-five, with an impish grin, black hair, and blue eyes. She was probably a grishnard, although it was hard to be certain.

Gus dragged his eyes away from the images to Layjen, who had an air of mounting impatience. “Spit it out, Creevy.”

“I apologize for the interruption,” began Gus. “I just...Silas wanted me to...”

Layjen looked back down at his ledger. “I’m not going to kill you.”

Gus plunged on. “It’s just... Silas was concerned about the cutting-out. We’re happy to have you along, truly, but he just wanted me to speak to you—”

“You’ve spoken.”

Before Gus could think of something else to say, Layjen continued. “You may tell Silas that there is no chance of my making trouble for you or anyone else on the cutting-out. If he would rather I not come, I will step down, and there will be no unpleasantness.”

Gus considered. He felt awkward standing in the doorway and wondered if he should take off his boots and come inside, but Layjen hadn’t invited him. “I think Percy and Padmay would like you to come,” he ventured.

Layjen’s expression did not change. “Excellent. Well, I’m glad we’ve had this conversation. Good day to you.” He started writing again. After a moment, Gus backed out of the room and closed the door.
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Chapter 26. Send Off
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“I still don’t like it.” Gerard sat in the peacock room with Silveo, eating an early dinner before a crackling fire. Rain pattered against the window.

“Yeah, well, I’m not a fan, either.” Silveo was picking at his food.

“You don’t like it because you’re not going,” said Gerard.

Silveo grunted. He glanced at Gerard’s plate. “You should eat. You’ve got a long night ahead of you.”

“You first.”

They chewed in silence.

“The part I don’t like—” began Silveo.

“The thing that bothers me—” said Gerard.

They both laughed. “I really wish Dakar wasn’t coming,” said Gerard. “I don’t like anything about that.”

“All she has to do is guide the ship over the reef!” exclaimed Silveo. “She’ll be safe as Temple gold!”

“Really? That’s the cliché you’re going to use? Temple gold hasn’t been very safe lately, Silveo!”

Silveo threw up his hands. “I am not worried about Dakar! I’m worried about you inside that castle. I see why Mishael wants to do it. It’s a bold move, and I think it will work. But I powerfully dislike the idea of you in a castle with Ellia Reza.”

Gerard shook his head. “I will have the ultimate bodyguard. I don’t think you need to worry about me. I’m a little concerned that my father seems to consider himself expendable, but...” He drew a quick breath. “I’ll say this again: thank you for staying here. Ellia has a more personal grudge against you than against me. I will worry so much less without you along.”

Silveo gritted his teeth. “That grudge will make him want to hurt you more, Gerard. Because you’re—” He stopped himself, but Gerard heard the thought finish in his head, My weakness. “I am staying because I’m no use in a fight. I’m more of a liability than an asset.”

Gerard smiled. “You’re good at pointing those guns, though.”

Silveo brightened. “Did you hear about our last target practice?” He snapped his fingers. “That’s how long those rafts lasted.”

Gerard was relieved to stop talking about Ellia. “Silas and his people seem really excited about the Cormorant. They had that little flying sailboat out last night—painted black and carrying the full complement for the raiding party. You could hardly see her against the stars. I wasn’t sure at first, but after watching her for a bit, well... She doesn’t move like a griffin at all—no flapping, just high and quiet. I don’t think a watchtower looking for griffins is likely to spot her. And of course she carries more people in a smaller space than any griffin could.”

“A watchtower, no,” said Silveo. “Actual griffins, on the other hand, would rip her apart.”

Gerard did not dispute this.

“Do you think you can get away, even if the Honeytail isn’t successful?”

“I think so,” said Gerard. “It depends on what they’ve got on that airship, of course...how much they’re willing to risk, but I think so.” He took a deep breath and looked at Silveo squarely. “We’re going to go in there and get the Fang. It’s going to be messy, but we’re going to do it. Then we’re going to come tearing back to Holovarus with leopons on our tail.”

Silveo gave a smile that showed all his teeth.

“And then,” continued Gerard, “you are going to blow them to pieces.”

*  *  *  *
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MARLIE TRUDGED UP THE castle hill with Glossy in the wet, windy evening that had been chosen for the cutting-out. A stream of people moved around them in the stormy twilight—others from the castle who’d participated in launching the expedition or who’d gone to the pier to say good-bye to those who were leaving.

Glossy had pulled Gus down for a kiss before climbing into the water taxi. Marlie had been half-afraid he was going to kiss her, too, but he’d just scooped her up in a hug. He was always so warm. She’d whispered, “Be careful, Gus,” and stopped herself from saying anything else.

Silveo had been down at the pier, waving good-bye to Gerard’s boat as their water taxi docked. A retinue of other people were there for the send-off. Marlie suspected that very few of them knew the true nature of the mission. The official story had been quite different.

“Well,” muttered Glossy as they paused to take off their raincoats and wring out their tails under the portico, “at least it’ll be over soon.”

Marlie nodded. “Over by morning.”

“Did you see where Belvedere went?”

“He and Theseus ran on ahead. I saw them reach the portico while we were climbing the hill.”

Golden light streamed from the castle doors and windows. Fires had been lit in every hearth, contrasting sharply with the gloomy cold and wet outside. Servants took the coats of palace guests, and Lady Elizabet was welcoming people in the antechamber. Marlie caught sight of an elegant older woman who must be Theresa—the king’s particular friend—also welcoming guests. Marlie was touched to learn that Elizabet had prepared a vigil with food, drinks, and games in the castle drawing room. “I will be there all evening,” she told Marlie and Glossy. “You are welcome to join me and the other guests. If you would prefer a place to sleep, I will be happy to arrange that as well. Your son already went in.”

As they moved towards the drawing room, Marlie heard Elizabet say, “My Lord Arken...and Lord Stormsgrove, Lord Coralscrown! We did not know that you would be visiting this evening. I trust nothing untoward has happened on your islands?”

Marlie glanced back to see several grishnards—well-dressed, but damp—standing before Elizabet among the last trickle of people coming into the chamber. “We must speak with Prince Jaleel,” said the foremost. “There has been no trouble in our homes. At least none beyond what has come to all of us this year. Nevertheless, this matter is of some urgency.”

Elizabet hesitated. “His Highness was in town, but he should be back at any moment. Master Shasta, please see these lords to an audience chamber, and make them comfortable until his Highness can speak with them. Now if you will excuse me, sirs, I have a dinner party.”

*  *  *  *
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ANAROO STOOD IN THE Honeytail, watching as the ship Mermaid’s Laugh sailed away into the gray rain towards Malabar, carrying the waterborne cutting-out party. Airships were faster than waterborne vessels. Even though Silas intended a longer approach from the back side of the island, they would reach the rendezvous well ahead of the Mermaid. Silas wanted to give the waterborne ship a head start. He also wanted to make certain that the night was quite dark before setting out.

Below them on deck, the chosen crew of the cutting-out were having a small meal, but Silas wanted to be in his sailboat. He stood watching the Mermaid with his telescope long after the ship vanished from Anaroo’s sight.

She didn’t bother talking. She’d never liked to talk before a fight. Instead, she sat down and went over her arrows again for small imperfections. Her bowstring was safe in a waterproof pouch inside her shirt to protect it from the rain. Anaroo did feel a little sick, and that surprised her. She’d never been one to get sick before fights. I am becoming weak and ridiculous in my old age.

At last, Silas lowered his telescope, went to the railing, and whistled to the deck. “Time to go.”

*  *  *  *
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MARLIE NOTICED, WITH some concern, that the children from the Fang had also been invited to the drawing room. Dakar was not there, of course, but the bob-tailed red foxling and the five ocelons were all playing dice in a corner, looking for all the world like miniature sailors and sounding like them, too.

Belvedere had sat down beside Silveo, who was chatting away with Theresa. Marlie did not see Theseus. She did see Basil and Lu from the Nightingale, sitting with several hunti from their ship and a couple of actual four-legged ocelots.

After a moment’s consideration, Glossy joined Silveo and Theresa. Marlie followed her. Belvedere was leaning forward with his arms crossed on the table. Even in the short time she’d known him, Marlie could see the lines of his face refining into adulthood. He was wearing one of his new shirts with frilly collar and cuffs. “Mother, did you see Theseus?”

“No, dear, is he not with you?”

“He went out to poop. They don’t like it when he poops near the castle.”

Glossy frowned. “He went out to relieve himself.”

“Gus would say he went out to shi—”

“Belvedere,” said Glossy in a warning voice.

“He went out to bury treasure,” put in Silveo with a twinkle.

Belvedere giggled.

“How about a tile game?” Silveo reached for a box of playing pieces. “The Holovars have the fanciest tile games I have ever seen. Look at this. What is it made of? Ivory and lapis?”

Theresa picked up a tile and examined it critically. “Mother of pearl and malachite. And this is something called false lapis that’s common in the small kingdoms, but rare in other places. It’s beautiful and easy to work. I think it would be more popular if it was more widely known.”

Silveo cocked his head. “Is that what the ring was made of? The one you gave Mishael?”

Theresa nodded. Her once-blonde hair was almost white, and she wore it piled on top of her head, secured with jeweled combs. “Ocelons were selling it on the pier when we first arrived—cheap, local stone. We used our last coins to buy some and were able to make and sell enough jewelry to survive for a while. I didn’t...” Her eyes flicked down shyly. “I didn’t even realize the king was...someone I once knew.”

Silveo grinned. “Well, it’s a good thing someone loves the old bastard.”

Glossy looked like she was about to use the same tone with Silveo she’d just used with Belvedere, but Theresa only smiled. “You didn’t know him thirty years ago.”

“You’re right,” agreed Silveo. “I’m sure I would have thought he was delicious. He’s still not bad looking. If you can get past the constant scowl.”

“Mishael had a hard time,” said Theresa. “I know he seems prickly, but I believe he really has done his best.”

Silveo nodded with a more serious expression. “You’re probably right...for some value of best.”

Elizabet came in and closed the door. She sat down at their table, looking dissatisfied. “Three of our four lords are here. They want to speak to Jaleel.”

“Well, that’s awkward timing,” muttered Silveo. “Mishael didn’t change his mind and tell them about the cutting-out, did he?”

Elizabet shook her head.

“So...it’s just coincidence that they’re here now?” ventured Theresa.

Elizabet didn’t answer. “Did any of you see Jaleel on your way up to the castle? He went down there with everyone else. He didn’t want me to come, of course, because he’s so afraid someone will try to drown me again.”

Silveo cocked his head. “I saw him. I thought he started back before I did.”

Marlie felt her ears prickle. Blue stone... As casually as she could manage, she said to Theresa, “My lady, did you by any chance make Jaleel one of those rings as well?”

Elizabet answered before Theresa. “She did give him one recently; it’s quite lovely. Why do you ask?”

Marlie shook her head. She was very close to something. She needed to think.

“I wish he would come back,” muttered Elizabet. “Arken seemed agitated. And I’m wondering...” she trailed off.

“Why he would turn up right now?” murmured Silveo.

Elizabet shook her head. “Why he didn’t ask for the king.”
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Chapter 27. Uninvited Guests
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Gerard paced the deck of the Mermaid’s Laugh in the streaming mist and rain. Perfect weather for a cutting-out. It would have been extremely dangerous weather if those sailing the ship hadn’t known these waters so well. Gerard hoped the Mermaid would hold together. If we so much as nudge a reef, she’ll start taking on water.

If all went well, the ship would be sacrificed to the expedition—a venture that the sailors had nicknamed “The Mermaid’s Last Laugh.” On the outside, the Mermaid looked impressive. She had belonged to merchants from Haplag, and she was as large as any ship in the harbor, with fittings and interiors that had once been exquisite. However, she’d been badly mauled by storms and pirates on her way to the Small Kingdoms. She’d been nearly shipwrecked twice according to her crew, who were terrified that she would sink under them. They’d been more than happy to accept land, along with the promise of food and shelter that winter, in exchange for the ship.

Over the course of the previous days, the Mermaid had been carefully repainted and refitted to look like a new royal yacht. The trappings were all superficial, but they would do for this evening. “How do you get a waterborne raiding party into the heart of an impregnable stronghold?” Silveo had asked. “Well, first of all, you don’t sneak in, obviously. You walk in.”

“We can probably do that,” Mishael had said, “but not with more than a handful of people.”

Silveo had grinned. “So your raiding party can’t look like people. Not people who matter.”

Gerard strolled down the ladder to the lower decks, where the people who didn’t matter were having a hearty meal. They were fauns—fifty in all, including about half of the original slaves destined for Malabar. The rest were volunteers—refugees, mostly, and a handful from the Defiance. Every one of them had asked to come. They are risking their lives to get my ship back.

Mishael had promised them homes and land, of course. Gerard suspected that a few of them wanted to leave a mark on Malabar as well. He couldn’t blame them.

Eventually, they would have to go down to the lowest deck and put on the chains that had been carefully designed to appear secure. But right now, they could eat and rest.

Which is what I should be doing, thought Gerard. Mishael had gone into his cabin almost as soon as they launched. So had Lazaran. Even Dakar had gone to bed. The pilot and crew needed no help from Gerard.

At last, he made his way to the cabin he’d been assigned. We’ll arrive in half a watch, he told himself. Everything’s going well. You’re safe. Silveo is safe. Everyone is safe. Rest.

*  *  *  *
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MARLIE PLAYED TILES with Glossy, Belvedere, Silveo, and Theresa. Elizabet said she didn’t feel up to it. She kept glancing at the door. Jaleel had not returned. Neither had the servants she’d sent to look for him. A quarter watch passed.

Marlie could feel herself bristling against her clothes. Something is wrong. I should tell them. But she didn’t have a fully formed theory—just a strange connection that didn’t make sense.

Belvedere slid off his chair. “Mother, I’m going to look for Theseus.”

I don’t think that’s a good idea.

Glossy shook her head. “It’s dark and rainy out, Belvedere. Theseus has probably just decided to hunt.”

“But if he kills the castle goats, we’ll get in trouble,” moaned Belvedere. “I just want to go find him.”

“Not yet,” said Glossy quietly. “Maybe when Prince Jaleel comes back.”

Someone knocked on the drawing room door. “Enter,” called Elizabet, her voice taut, ready to be either relieved or more worried. However, the person who walked through the door was neither Jaleel nor any of the servants. It was the tall, older grishnard from the foyer, followed by his companions.

“Lord Arken,” she spoke sharply. “I did not invite you here.”

“My Lady Elizabet,” he purred. “You have kept us waiting past our time. It begins to seem like deliberate rudeness.”

Behind him, a castle guard and two servants appeared. They looked confused and indignant. “My lady, they just left the audience chamber. Would you like them removed and placed under guard?”

Elizabet hesitated. Marlie was sure that she had no wish to offend three of Holovarus’s four vassal lords.

Arken spoke again. “Surely we can join your dinner party while we wait, my lady? Since your husband has kept us idle for a quarter watch?”

Marlie was no expert on court behavior, but she thought Arken was walking a thin line between the privilege of his position and outright impertinence. Elizabet’s face confirmed her suspicion. After a moment, the princess said, “You may wait with us. I am concerned for Jaleel. I expected him back by now.”

Arken pulled a chair up to their card table between Silveo and Belvedere and across from Elizabet. The other two lords took the neighboring table, along with several of their retainers. Servants whisked in more food, drink, and games. After a while, one of the sailors from the Nightingale began to play a fiddle on the far side of the room, and another began to sing. The party grew livelier, but those at Elizabet’s table played tiles in uncomfortable silence.

Marlie watched the new grishnards out of the corners of her eyes. They weren’t playing games at all—just sipping drinks and looking around the room. Marlie couldn’t see any weapons, but she hoped the castle guards had had the foresight to search them.

She felt a mounting sense of urgency, and she wished she’d spoken up before these strangers arrived. Finally, she leaned close to Silveo and murmured, “Silveo, the false lapis... That’s what was in the hold of the Raven. And the body I saw that had been killed—a piece of jewelry had been torn from his neck. Jaleel was wearing a ring made of the same stuff; I think there’s a connection.”

Silveo turned to stare at her. Marlie wondered whether she’d gotten through...whether she was even thinking clearly herself. Before she could elaborate, Arken said, “What are your friends whispering about, my lady? Surely it would never do for non-grishnards to share secrets at the king’s own table. I cannot believe that our court has fallen that far. Speak up, ocelon. What have you to say?”

Elizabet looked at Arken in disgust. “This is a tile game, my lord, not a court hearing. My guests may whisper whenever they like.”

Arken spread his large hand across Elizabet’s tiles. “I tire of games, my lady.” His voice grew hard. “I have asked politely, but now I must insist: where is Jaleel? I know the king is not here. I have no further interest in dealing with him. I have tried and failed to make him see the folly of his recent actions. But I will give Jaleel a chance to see reason.”

Elizabet’s nostrils flared and she raised her chin. “Be careful, my lord. Your words could be construed as treason.”

Arken removed his hand from her tiles and leaned back with a smile. His low, conversational tone belied his words. “No king can rule without the consent of his lords, Lady Elizabet. And from what do kings derive their authority in any case? We rule by the will of the gods, and Mishael has turned his back on them. He has disrupted the natural order. He has shown contempt for his own species by letting inferior panauns overrun our proud kingdom. And now he would have us treat livestock as friends and neighbors? The gods have declared fauns our meat and labor; who is Mishael Holovar to declare otherwise?”

Elizabet stared at him. “He—is—your—king. Lord Arken, I have no wish to cause a political incident, but I will not hear this talk at my table.”

Arken smiled. “Of course, my lady. I do not mean to upset you in your delicate condition. I wish to speak to your husband, but since he is otherwise occupied, perhaps you can relay a message. Mishael’s actions have alienated Holovarus from the other Small Kingdoms and caused them to look upon us with disdain. My lady, surely you can see, if not for yourself, at least for your unborn child, that this is folly?”

Elizabet flushed, her jaw set in a hard line. 

What is he hoping to accomplish by saying these things here? wondered Marlie. Everyone’s eyes were fixed on Arken. They were taken by surprise when Silveo slumped forward and collapsed onto the table.
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Chapter 28. Move and Counter Move
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Belvedere cried out as Silveo’s head hit the polished wood, upsetting two wine glasses. Dark liquid spilled among the pale, jeweled playing tiles like blood. “Silveo!” Belvedere leapt from his chair and ran to shake his father’s shoulder. “Silveo, what’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

There was a commotion—cries of alarm, adults shouting at one another, the clank of metal as guards loomed in the doorway with drawn swords. Basil—a person whom Belvedere had met only briefly—materialized at his side. “What did you do to him?!” Basil thundered.

Belvedere was weeping. “Nothing! I didn’t do anything!” Then he realized that Basil wasn’t talking to him. He was talking to Lord Arken—the unfriendly grishnard who’d invited himself into their tile game.

Arken hadn’t even risen from his chair. His hands were spread in plain sight on the tabletop while guards hovered over him. “I did not do anything to that creature,” he said calmly. “Perhaps he overindulged.”

“He does not overindulge!” snarled Basil.

“He was fine a moment ago,” said Theresa in a shaky voice.

Beneath Belvedere’s hand, Silveo stirred. He was muttering something. He seemed weak and uncoordinated, but he was awake. He slurred out words that Belvedere couldn’t understand. Basil stooped close. Gently, he slid an arm under Silveo’s chest and lifted his head. Through a curtain of wine-soaked hair, Silveo whispered, “Lu.”

“I’m here.” It was the ocelon healer from the Nightingale, Basil’s mate. Belvedere hadn’t spent much time with her, either, but he liked her.

Silveo pawed weakly at the mess on the table. He said something, but Arken spoke over him, “What sort of drugs does he take?”

Basil tensed. If he hadn’t been holding Silveo up, Belvedere thought he might have hit Arken. Elizabet’s voice cut across them—cold and furious, “Lord Arken, did you have anything to do with this?”

“Of course not, my lady.”

Belvedere looked up in disbelief. He’s lying! Can’t you tell?

He could see from Elizabet’s face that she could tell.

But that won’t help Silveo now. Please don’t die. Please.

Lu spoke suddenly. “Let’s take him to his room. Basil, you carry him.”

Elizabet started to say something, but Lu came around the table and whispered in her ear. The princess subsided. Belvedere watched helplessly as Basil scooped up Silveo’s limp body and carried him from the room with his silvery tail nearly brushing the floor.

Belvedere would have jumped up to follow them, but someone grabbed his arm and pulled him under the table. The cloth whipped past his face, and it took him a moment to see that the other person was Mouse. They stared at each other in the dimness. Then Mouse leaned close to his ear and whispered, “Where’s your fucking cat?”

*  *  *  *
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MERTA SAT AT A PORTAL window in Gwain’s cabin, stitching a tablecloth by the light of a candle. She’d been invited to the castle, but she didn’t know any of the people there very well. My fault, of course. She was creating a scene from Maijha Minor as she’d known it before the plague—a flowering grotto, where pegasus came to bathe and preen. Anaroo would have recognized it, but Merta and Anaroo hadn’t spoken much. Merta was certain that Anaroo thought of her as an unproven child. She’d think even less of me if she knew my role this summer.

Merta’s cousin, Raesha, was one of her few friends aboard. She talked of gazumelle communities in the Sunkissed Isles. She spoke of new homes and hope, of gardens, children, food, and peace. Merta looked up for a moment to rest her eyes. Everything she could see reminded her of Gwain—books, skeletons, jars, half-finished models. It made her smile and then sigh. Not a trace of me in here.

In spite of her attempts to integrate herself into his world, she remained a guest—a kindly treated, affectionately endured guest. There was no room for anyone else here. Merta couldn’t even find a place in Gwain’s bed without dislodging his precious bat.

Her attempts to integrate herself had deteriorated to the clumsy destruction of his collections when he was away, and this filled her with shame. She felt painfully aware of her own nineteen years in the face of his thirty. She cursed her inexperience in such matters. She couldn’t decide whether she was doing something wrong or whether he was. She did love him. She felt certain of that.

Almost certain.

Raesha’s daydreams called to her. If we had a house, it would be different. He could spread out his things, and I could make a place of my own. His bat could have a room all to itself!

Merta craved the family connections of the community in which she’d grown up. It had been full of uncertainty and constant threat, but also of belonging. Every gazumelle was a cousin or an aunt or uncle. In that world, shavier were loveable allies. Zeds were violent, dangerous neighbors, valuable when they chose to help, but never trusted. Foxlings and ocelons were wild elements to be assessed and judged on a case-by-case basis. And grishnards were death—not people at all, but evil incarnate.

Now, none of those rules applied anymore. Gwain wanted her to just...change. You could try harder, whispered a voice in the back of Merta’s mind. You’re not trying hard enough.

Merta pushed her needle through the fabric of the tablecloth again. She could feel tears of frustration pricking her eyes, and she did not want to cry. She’d cried enough in the past year to last a lifetime.

Merta felt as though she’d been part of a great conflagration—something that had burned hot and bright all summer, culminating in that real fire on Maijha Minor. She’d been swept up in that wall of flame. It had been terrifying and exhilarating. But now it was burning out, burning down. Down, down to ashes. Wind was stirring those ashes, and they could not hold together. They must fly apart.

If Gwain does not come back, none of this will matter, whispered a voice in her head.

Merta shook her ears to dismiss the thought, but it persisted. You wouldn’t have to say anything or...or do anything.

“No,” she said out loud. “That would be horrible.”

You’re right, whispered the voice, Maybe just the bat won’t come back.

Merta growled and pushed her needle through so hard that she pricked her finger. “Be a grown-up,” she told herself. “Deal with your problems instead of hoping they’ll go away on their own. All of your dead family would tell you to—”

She stopped. Something in the sky outside the window had caught her attention. Merta put down her needlework and pressed her nose against the glass. The weather was so thick that even the harbor lights were only vague points of illuminated gloom. In the distance, she could just make out the shadows of the castle towers rising above the fog at the top of the hill.

Merta stared. I didn’t see anything. How could I have possibly seen anything?

A shape flashed past the castle battlement, briefly silhouetted as a darker shadow against gray stone. Merta dropped her needlework with a squeak.

*  *  *  *
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THE Honeytail had an uneventful flight to Malabar, where she circled wide of the island and came up over the mountainous southern end. They were flying high over foggy ocean. Silas had Percy and Gus double and triple-check his math and coordinates to make sure they were in the right place. The fog was so dense below that they could see only the peaks of the islands. The Cormorant—moored low over Malabar Castle—was completely invisible.

When Silas was sure that he had the right island, he came down into the fog and crept up over the mountains towards the harbor. Now, at last, they spotted the ghostly bulk of the airship in the distance. Silas found a spot where they could see the harbor lights, but not close enough or low enough that they were likely to attract attention from griffins or watchtowers.

Here, Tzu left them. If possible, she would gather information about the condition of the Cormorant and those guarding her. “Don’t take big risks,” Gwain told her quietly. “Don’t be seen.” She licked his face and then vanished into the dark sky.

Now they waited.

*  *  *  *
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LU BOUNDED UP THE TOWER steps, Basil close behind her. “Silveo, do you know what it was? Basil, is he saying anything?”

“He’s trying,” panted Basil.

Lu stopped, torn between reaching Silveo’s rooms as soon as possible and getting whatever details he could provide while he was still conscious. She turned, higher on the steps and close to Silveo’s head. “Silvy, can you tell me anything? Come on, love, talk to me.”

“Oldest trick in the world,” Silveo slurred. “Can’t believe I fell for grandstanding.” His eyes were dilated and unfocused.

Whatever Arken used was fast-acting. Lu could think of at least a dozen candidates. “Silveo! It’s Lu! I need to know what he used in order to help you! I tried to get a bit of the wine, but it was spilled, and we don’t have time to test it anyway. You know poisons as well as I do. Did it have a taste, a smell, a feel on your tongue, anything?”

“Copper,” breathed Silveo.

Lu gave a little whoop. “Alright! Alright, that’s something!” She ran the rest of the way up. The peacock room was mercifully unlocked. Look how trusting we’ve all become, thought Lu grimly.

“Silveo, your poison kit. Please tell me you brought one.”

“Dresserrrrdrawer.” He was drooling profusely now, and Lu felt certain she knew her enemy. She pulled out every drawer in the dresser until she came to a little carved wooden box. Silveo had had it since they were both teenagers. Lu had stocked it for him and occasionally restocked it. She removed the box reverently, opened it, and took what she needed.

Lu turned to find Basil sitting on the couch by the fire, still cradling Silveo. Lu came around the couch and paused to kiss her husband on the forehead. “It’ll be alright,” she whispered. Then she pulled Silveo’s head back and put three drops of ointment into each eye. She unwrapped a foil-coated tab of paste and said, “This has to go somewhere more personal.” Basil shifted so that she could get Silveo’s  trousers off.

A moment later, Silveo started to vomit. Lu had the waste bucket ready. Midway through, he had a convulsion, eyes rolling back in his head, legs and arms jerking. Basil helped to hold him on his side. Lu made certain that Silveo was not biting his tongue, that he was still breathing. “Tilt him,” she said, “head down a little, almost on his stomach. They choke on their vomit. That’s how they usually die with this poison. Vomit, convulse, choke, die. I’ve already reversed it. He’ll be alright if we can get him through the fits.”

Tears were rolling off Basil’s nose. Lu swept Silveo’s pale, wine-stained hair out of his face. You forget how small he is when he’s not dominating a room.

“I’m going to kill the bastard who did this,” growled Basil.

Lu shook her head. “This is what Gerard was afraid of, isn’t it? If he came back here.”

“You think they tried to kill him because of Gerard?”

“Well...yes. I mean, from their point of view, Silveo is an embarrassment who is keeping their favorite prince from doing his kingly duty.”

Basil nodded, but he didn’t look completely convinced.

“You think it’s something else?” ventured Lu.

“I could be wrong, but I think those lords are planning something tonight, and they wanted him out of the way.”

Lu felt her skin prickle. “Where is Jaleel?”
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Chapter 29. Into the Temple At last
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Gerard sat on the temple steps, staring out over moonlit water. A rectangle of soft torchlight fell through the open door and sent his shadow spilling down the hill, but he didn’t turn around. We’ll be gone soon. I don’t have to go in there. The night was cold, and he shivered. Somewhere in the distance, he thought he heard wind chimes.

Gerard was not surprised when he saw a figure coming up the hill from town. He was curious, though. Are you really here? In the dream, Silveo was wearing the cloth-of-silver coat he’d given Mouse, and it flashed amid the shadows.

He came wordlessly up the steps and sat down beside Gerard. After a moment, he muttered, “You know why grandstanding is the oldest trick in the world? Because it works. You say something sufficiently startling or offensive, and everybody looks at you. Even people who should know better. Even the person you’re about to poison.” He broke off, fists clenched on the cold stone steps.

Gerard turned to look at him in surprise. “Are you about to poison someone?”

Silveo snorted a laugh. He seemed to compose himself. “Of course not. Although I think Belvedere may beat me at tiles.”

A long silence. “Are you going to tell me to go inside?” asked Gerard.

Silveo peered at him. “Why would I tell you that?”

“I’ve been having this dream over and over. Different people come up the hill and try to convince me to go into the temple. I think it’s just...Holovarus. Being here... Feeling bad about what happened to my daughter...missing Thess...missing Alsair.” He looked down at his boots—festival boots, of course. “Can we dream together if we’re not sleeping together?”

“We’ve never tried it, have we?” Silveo leaned back on the steps and stared at the sky.

The fact that he hadn’t suggested going inside made Gerard inclined to believe that Silveo was really here—in mind, though not in body. “So you’re asleep right now?”

“Looks that way.”

“Good. I’ll be much more comfortable with you pointing those guns after a night’s sleep. I did mention how much I appreciate you staying in the castle, didn’t I?”

Silveo looked at him and smiled. Gerard didn’t like that smile, although he couldn’t have said why. “Is everything alright?”

“Splendid. Why do you never go in?”

Silveo bounced to his feet, and Gerard turned to stare at him as he trotted up the steps. “To the temple? Well, I...I hate this place, that’s why. Silveo, don’t!!”

But Silveo had already reached the door. His white froth of tail was disappearing into the square of lantern light. Maybe this is a nightmare after all.

Gerard jumped up and went after him—over those familiar flagstones, through the ornate arch, and into the domed room with its white walls etched in cords of light from the water. Gerard stood blinking before the sacred pool in the soft glow of the lanterns—colored red and blue and yellow like the moons.

Silveo had stopped just in front of him. They were both staring at the floor: blue tiles, gleaming in the lantern light. “Oh...” whispered Gerard.

“It was stolen from the temple!” murmured Silveo.

Gerard licked his lips. “The ocelons from the Raven...probably the foxlings from the Waxwing, too.”

Silveo thrust his hands into his pockets and started to pace. “The refugees were desperate, and they knew the temple would have valuable materials, so they came up here and started stealing the tiles. They made jewelry and sold it for food and supplies.”

Gerard snorted. “Selling us our own temple tiles. That’s resourceful.”

“But then people wearing the jewelry started getting attacked,” continued Silveo. “Random body parts missing... No weapons, limbs ripped off, different kinds of footprints...”

Gerard sucked in his breath. “You don’t think that pack of children...”

“I do,” said Silveo. “Theresa’s jeweler...” He snapped his fingers. “Even Elizabet had a tear-drop necklace made out of the stuff! I’ll bet that’s why she was pushed off the pier.”

Gerard wasn’t entirely convinced. “Seems clumsy for wyverns.”

Silveo nodded. “They wouldn’t be pure-bloods, though. Even Hoepali wasn’t a pure-blood, so his underlings would be...”

“Possibly not even shelts,” mused Gerard. “Wyverns can breed with anything. Marlie thought the attacker might be a beast.” He shook his head. “We can follow up after this is over. Even if wyverns have been trying to...to avenge their temple, they may have all died on the Waxwing.”

Silveo just shook his head. He walked back outside, and Gerard followed him. The night was still clear, and the empty town lay below. In the real world, the guns would be further up the cliff above them. Gerard wondered whether they would be there in the dream. He suggested going to look. “No,” said Silveo, “I don’t think we have time. Hold me?”

Gerard scooped him up. In the dream, Silveo hardly seemed to have any substance. Fabric that should have been stiff and scratchy made hardly a whisper over Gerard’s skin. He couldn’t feel the warmth of Silveo’s body at all. “You’re waking up.”

Silveo nodded. “Or something. I love you, Gerard.”

“You’re acting strange; is something wrong?” But Silveo was kissing him, and Gerard kissed back. He felt the warmth of Silveo’s tongue, just for an instant.

“Gerard?”

He sat up. Dakar was standing beside his bed, holding a barely-open lantern. She looked like the young woman he’d met on the Mantis a year ago—a grishnard with night-black hair and black eyes that gleamed like an oil slick. “We’re coming up on Malabar. I need to get in the water.”

He’d lain down fully clothed and had little to do other than put on his sword belt. As they emerged from the cabin, he caught sight of something else coming down the hall—cloth-of-gold that gleamed where the lantern light hit it, a froth of fluffy tail. Gerard grimaced. “Do you have to look like that already?”

Lazaran smiled at him with Silveo’s face. Gerard would have liked to say that he could spot the difference at a glance, but that would have been a lie. Lazaran had even borrowed some of Silveo’s real clothes in order to imitate his scent. “We’re expecting to be challenged soon,” said Lazaran with Silveo’s voice. “Time to look the part.”

“Good-bye, Gerard,” whispered Dakar. She leaned up and kissed him on the cheek.

Gerard turned and gave her a hug. “I will see you soon. Be careful.” He followed her to the upper deck, where the mist had turned to a fine, blowing drizzle. Dakar walked straight to the railing, swung her legs over the edge, and let go. Gerard hurried after her to peer down at the black, churning waves.

“She’ll be fine,” said Lazaran at his elbow.

“Don’t speak to me right now,” muttered Gerard.

Lazaran shut up.

A moment later, Gerard saw an arrow-shaped ripple and a flash of iridescence. He relaxed a little. The weather was so thick that even the Mermaid’s bow lantern looked hazy across the broad expanse of her deck. The pilot at the helm was a vague silhouette against the binnacle. The griffin who was aiding the pilot kept making low passes over the quarterdeck, calling adjustments to their course.

But we’re close to the harbor, thought Gerard. He could hear breakers.

There was a sudden, brief snarling overhead, and their scout griffin dropped down on the main deck, back arched, hissing. Four barded griffins with armed riders landed around him. Gerard caught sight of several more whipping through the fog around the ship.

“Malabar Harbor is closed for the winter,” called one of the riders. “All ships in our waters are subject to search and seizure.”

Mishael Holovar moved stiffly down the quarterdeck steps. His medallion of office—so rarely worn—shone deep blue against his chest. Blue stone. That dream. Gerard shook his head. I can’t think about it right now.

“I am Mishael Holovar of Holovarus,” called his father, “and this is my vessel, Mermaid’s Laugh. Surely Malabar Harbor is not closed to neighboring kings...or to family.”

The griffins on deck grew still. The lead rider dismounted and moved cautiously towards Mishael. The rest had their hands on swords and arrows, clearly expecting some deception. However, when their leader got close enough to look Mishael in the face, his posture changed. “Sire... We were not informed of your coming. However, I must humbly reiterate that our harbor is closed. To everyone.”

Mishael inclined his head. “Then we will stand off, and you will take a message to Lord Malabar. Tell him that I have come to discuss the release of my son’s ship. Tell him that I have brought his slaves.”

*  *  *  *
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MARLIE KNEW THEY WERE in trouble from the moment Arken sat down at the table, but she was unprepared for the sudden violence of a fast-acting poison. She grabbed Lu’s arm as Basil hefted Silveo. “Can I help?” she whispered. Lu glanced at her and gave a minute shake of her head. The look in her eyes gave Marlie some hope. Lu knew what she was doing...or thought she did. Marlie’s own experience with poison didn’t usually include treating living victims. She wouldn’t have known where to begin, and there was no time for mistakes, so she did not press her offer of assistance.

At the far end of the table, Elizabet and Arken were staring at each other—Arken with an expression of calm mastery, Elizabet with cold fury. Marlie could feel all her senses heighten, preparing to fight or flee or both.

Then she felt Glossy’s hand curl suddenly, gently, around her knee. Marlie glanced at her. It was hardly the time for flirtation, and Glossy did not look remotely amorous. She looked even paler than her usual complexion. Where is Belvedere? He had been clambering around Silveo. She was surprised he had not tried to follow Lu and Basil out of the room.

Marlie looked pointedly at Glossy, who swallowed and then gently tapped the table. Oh. Marlie did not look down. Does Arken know that Belvedere is Silveo’s son? Silveo did not have a reputation that would suggest children. But Belvedere looks just like him.

If Arken did know, would he care? She wasn’t sure. He clearly wanted to kill Silveo, and he had been insulting the non-grishnards in the room since he sat down.

Marlie picked up a pencil and a scrap of the fine, hand-made paper they’d been using to keep score. She wrote, “Belvedere, join the other children,” laid the paper in her lap, and then dangled it off her knee with two fingers. She was relieved, a moment later, when she felt a small hand take it.
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Chapter 30. More Refugees
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Elizabet Holovar dismissed the guards who’d come running at the sounds of upheaval. She noticed that they were not those who’d been on duty earlier in the evening. The servants, at least, were familiar. They mopped up the wine and brought more food and drink. They kept looking at her, obviously expecting an explanation, but she said nothing.

Elizabet reflected that, when she’d left the Great Islands, she’d thought she was leaving the nastier sort of politics as well. Time to hold court the old-fashioned way. Fears for Jaleel still curled in her belly, but she forced them down. There is only one thing I can do for him now. “Lord Coralscrown, Lord Stormsgrove, there seem to be empty seats at our table; why don’t you come join us?”

She could tell they’d been about to do just that, and her preemptive invitation set them off balance. Out of the corners of her eyes, she could see that Marlie and Glossy were on the verge of bolting, and Theresa looked like she was about to be sick. Belvedere appeared to have slipped off to the far corner of the room with Mouse. Good. She couldn’t help them right now, so she ignored them. The three lords did likewise.

“My lady,” began Stormsgrove—a bald, jowly person with a habit of looking at her breasts when he talked—“Mishael Holovar has isolated us at a critical moment when destruction and chaos are overwhelming the Great Islands. Leopons, jagers, and zeds will be here any day. We risk the largest non-grishnard threat in the history of our kingdom, and Mishael throws open our doors to non-grishnards? It defies reason, my lady.”

Coralscrown licked his lips nervously. He was younger than the other two, having inherited recently. Stormsgrove and Arken were contemporary with Mishael, but Coralscrown was closer to Elizabet’s age. Unlike her, however, he had not grown up in the venomous Haplagian court. His body language betrayed him to an embarrassing degree. “And you, my lord?” she said, fixing him with a bright stare. “Do you have feelings on this matter? Please share them. I am in great suspense.”

“We wanted—” his voice cracked, and Coralscrown flushed. He tried again. “We wanted to speak to the Prince. We intended to address our concerns to him, not to—”

“Not to a foreign princess,” snapped Stormsgrove. “No offense intended, my lady.”

“None taken,” murmured Elizabet, but she let the acid seep into her voice. “So, how is this meant to play out exactly? You’ve taken advantage of the thick weather and your intimate knowledge of our coast to land troops and surround the castle? You’ve cultivated some of our guards, who have graciously volunteered their services this evening? You obviously know that the king is away tonight. Were you planning to ambush and kill him upon his return?”

Arken’s expression did not change, but Stormsgrove harrumphed and Coralscrown grew even more agitated. “My lady has a vivid imagination,” said Arken. “I’m sure it serves you well at dinner parties. However, we are here only to discuss the situation with Jaleel.”

Elizabet folded her hands. “Well, you’re going to have to settle for me. My husband had some business in town. I do not know what it was or when he’ll be back. He does not burden me with his every plan and movement, as I’m sure you’ll understand, what with my delicate condition.”

Arken scowled. “We have already searched the town, my lady.”

“With the troops you don’t have?”

“He’s hiding,” muttered Stormsgrove. “A prince who hides behind his pregnant wife. It’s not right.”

“Gerard would have done better...before that creature perverted him,” said Arken.

“Jaleel is not hiding,” said Elizabet icily. And so help me, I will have justice for Silveo, you jumped-up clam farmer.

“Our kingdom is in grave danger, my lady,” blurted Coralscrown in what sounded like another rehearsed speech, “but is it not too late to save it. We can make Holovarus an honorable and respected kingdom once more. Lord Holovar need not even die. We are willing to accept his abdication in favor of Jaleel or Gerard now that—” He stopped himself and did not say, Now that Silveo is dead. “We respect your royal family, Lady Elizabet, and wish to preserve the line...but not at the expense of our kingdom and our lives.”

She stared at him. The poor fool believes it. “Lord Coralscrown...” She searched her memory for his given name. “Sharles. You are suggesting that you can take the throne hostage and shuffle kings like gaming tiles. I assure you, that is not how this will end. It is never how these things end. Your only chance is to stop right now.” And even then, your prospects will depend on Silveo’s survival.

Lord Arken gave a faint, ominous smile. “And how would you know how these things end, my lady? This is not the Great Islands, Princess. Things are not always decided by endless parleys out here.”

Elizabet stared at him. He is so confident. Why? Has he turned our entire sea watch against us?

“You have a fondness for refugees, Lady Elizabet,” continued Arken. “We have taken in one of our own.”

*  *  *  *
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BASIL AND LU SAT IN silence in the peacock room, Silveo stretched limp across their laps. His breathing had grown more even, and the fits had stopped, but he still wasn’t awake. Lu had stripped off all his clothes to keep them from getting soiled with vomit. She’d found a bath towel in the closet—something that could easily be washed—and she’d wrapped him in that. The towel wouldn’t have covered a grishnard, but Silveo was completely enveloped.

Basil still had Silveo’s head in his lap. He was petting Silveo’s hair mechanically. Lu watched him, her hand resting on Silveo’s hip, his tail a prickle over her arm. She’d known when she married Basil that they would always have this between them. It could divide them...or it could make a bridge. I of all people know what it is to love Silveo...to have him never quite reciprocate...not the way you want. But he never quite pushes you away, either. He gives you just enough to keep you hoping for a little more...and somehow you never hate him for it.

Basil spoke at last, his voice thick. “You know why I left him last year?”

Lu realized that she was stroking Silveo’s tail in a weird mirror of Basil’s hand in his hair. She stopped. “Because you were committing suicide with a bottle?”

Basil shook his head. “I was. I would have. But I left because I couldn’t bear to watch him die. I know everyone thinks it’s because I didn’t want to go down with him, but the truth is, I couldn’t stay for this.”

Lu smiled. “And yet here you are.”

Basil gave an impotent thump of his fist against the couch. “Gerard should be the one here. He’s stronger. I can’t...”

Lu lifted her hand off of Silveo’s hip and slid it around Basil’s waist. “He won’t die, Basil. Trust me. He won’t.”

Basil nodded. He turned to look at her, his golden eyes desolate. “I’m not a good mate. I know I’m not.”

Lu laughed. “And yet here I am.”

Basil’s shoulders drooped. Lu pushed her body under his arm. He was not as massive as many grishnards, but still bigger than a little ocelon. She leaned into the warmth of his chest, felt him crumple against her, his arm curling around her. “This is almost like old times,” she teased.

Basil gave a snort. “Except that one of us is unconscious.”

“He’s not going to die. People always sleep for a while after a seizure. That’s normal.”

Basil took a shaky breath. “Maybe not this time. But someday, someone is going to end up holding him while he dies. It can’t be me, Lu. I can’t do it.”

I think Gerard has already done it once. “Shhh.” She leaned up and put a finger to his lips. She hadn’t intended to do anything else, but Basil extracted his free hand from Silveo’s hair, put it behind Lu’s head, and pulled her in for a kiss. It was a desperate kiss with tears in it, and Lu rested her forehead against his when he started to pull away. “You’re the only woman in the world who would put up with this,” muttered Basil.

Lu smiled. “I love him, too.”

“Should I have left for the Sunkissed Isles when he told me? Should we have left?”

Lu considered. “If you wanted to avoid this, probably. But—”

“He’s hardly spoken to me since,” muttered Basil. “You’d think I’d figure it out.”

“He’s got a lot on his mind,” said Lu. “Belvedere and Glossy...that rattled him. And he’s trying very hard to help the Holovars save their kingdom. With the whole crescent going to pieces, that’s a challenge.”

“An impossible challenge,” muttered Basil. “They should all just sail away with us.”

Lu shook her head. “I know you’ve never had roots on land, but a grishnard king...they feel an obligation to all these villagers...people who can’t just sail away. Look at the refugees. Look how excited they get when they realize they might have a home here. Silveo is doing a good thing, Basil. It might be the best thing he’s ever done.”

Basil looked unconvinced. “It might be the best thing Mishael Holovar has ever done.”

Lu shrugged. “He can’t do it without help.”

“And when Silveo helps people like that, he never gets credit,” muttered Basil. “They distance themselves the second they can afford to do so...and then they poison him.”

“I don’t think the Holovars had anything to do with this—” began Lu, and then Silveo twitched.

Basil reached immediately to keep him from rolling off their laps in case he was having another seizure. But Silveo’s eyes were fluttering with a degree of awareness that had been absent before. “Silvy?” whispered Lu. “Are you awake, lovely?”

Silveo slurred something unintelligible. His eyes focused, and he blinked up at them. His voice came in a guttural croak. “Where...? How...?”

“Blister root,” said Lu, “or something like it. You had a few seizures. I made sure you didn’t choke. We gave you the universals from your emergency box.”

Silveo blinked, as though her words took a moment to reach his brain. Then he shut his eyes and made a face. “Grandstanding. Seven hells. Fuck, fuck, fuck...” His final string of expletives dissolved into coughing and he rubbed hard at his face. “My mouth tastes like a dead rat.”

“It’s a little-known antidote to blister root,” chimed Lu.

“Just the rat’s ass or did you feed me the fur and feet as well?”

“Just the ass.”

“Figures. Is there anything to drink around here?” He tried to sit up and saw that he was wearing nothing but a towel. “I see you had your way with me.”

“I didn’t think you wanted vomit on your clothes.”

“Vomit is hard to get out of velvet. What is in my hair? Wine? Ugh.” He was still a little uncoordinated, trying awkwardly to get up. Basil helped him, hands hovering in case he fell. Silveo tottered to his feet and caught the edge of the table for support. “What happened? How long have we been up here?”

“Half a watch? Maybe a little less? Not sure,” said Lu. “We scooped you up and ran straight here.” She hesitated. “And you should not take Basil for granted. He carried you all the way up those tower stairs at a dead run.”

Silveo’s eyes flicked to Basil. “Have I been taking you for granted?”

“Only for fifteen years,” said Basil.

Silveo rolled his eyes. “Shall I fuck you to say thanks? Come on, we need to go.”

Even in his slightly muddled state, Silveo seemed to sense that he’d taken a wrong turn. Lu felt herself bristle against her clothes, one hand fisting in the fabric of the couch. One time too many, Silvy. Silveo glanced at Basil again, finally looked him in the face, and seemed to actually see him this time.

“Oh gods.” Silveo put a hand to his head. “Basil...”

Basil got up suddenly. “Clothes. Yes, you need clothes.”

Silveo followed him. “Basil...”

Lu came around the couch. Basil had turned his back and was rummaging furiously through the dresser drawers. Lu had known him long enough to see the lines of hurt and anger in his posture.

Silveo stood behind him, still completely naked. “You should have left when I told you to.”

Basil hurled a ruffled shirt over his shoulder, catching Silveo in the face. Silveo pulled it off his head. “Look, I use people to—”

Basil rounded on him, a pair of  trousers in his fist. His voice strained with the effort of control. “I am aware, Silveo. I am very aware of that.”

Lu stared at them, hardly breathing. Silveo blinked. For once, he didn’t seem to know what to say. He took a step back, stumbled, and Basil made no move to catch him. He tossed the  trousers, which Silveo grabbed for and missed. “We are going to finish this,” grated Basil. “Play our part in whatever is going to happen this evening. And then, if we survive, Lu and I are leaving. Or...” His eyes flicked to Lu’s, softened a little, “Lu can decide for herself, but I am. Not that you’ll notice. Now put on some clothes so that we can go save Gerard’s ungrateful kingdom.”

Silveo licked his lips. Lu could tell that, from his point of view, this was all happening too fast—the poison, the seizure, Basil... Silveo had woken up on automatic, saying the things he would normally say without thinking. She felt sorry for him, but she also felt a degree of coldness. You do use people. And there are plenty of ways to say thank you besides fucking. If that’s the only way you can think of, maybe it is time we parted.

In a small voice, Silveo said, “I know where Jaleel is.”

Under other circumstances, someone would have asked how, but Basil only said, “Fine. Let’s go get him.”

Silveo pulled on the  trousers and shirt in awkward silence. He was just lacing up his boots when a tremor ran through the tower. Lu glanced at the ceiling. Earthquake? Another tremor, and a few motes of plaster drifted down from above.

Silveo froze. “They know we came up here,” he muttered, almost himself. “That’s where anyone would take me. To my room. And it’s not a hard room to identify with that window.” He bolted to his feet. “Out! Out! We’ve got to get out!”

Basil was still looking churlish, but Silveo’s voice and posture had changed. He was no longer their misbehaving ex-lover, no longer the child-adult who charmed and manipulated and coerced. Now, he was the admiral of the Temple Sea Watch thundering orders. “Get down the stairs, both of you now! I’m right behind you; go!”

They went. Lu thought Silveo had stopped to grab his knives, although she couldn’t be sure. They’d only just left the room when a tremendous shattering noise made her flinch. Did a griffin come through the window?

A roar shook the building. Lu’s heart leapt into her mouth. She could hear falling masonry. Round and round the tower steps they ran. She was taking them two at a time, jumping, Basil right behind her. The descent seemed interminable.

When they finally reached the bottom, a cloud of dust exited with them, filling the hall in a choking haze. Lu looked back. She’d known Basil was behind her because she could hear him panting. The hall was otherwise empty. Lu felt sick. We left him...after just waking up from a seizure...to run down all those stairs without help?

Something stirred in the foggy stairwell, and Silveo shot out, pulling on a rain cloak and coughing. “I’m here, I’m here, you can stop crying. There’s a big wyvern ripping the castle apart up there. Hopefully, he thinks he just killed me, because we’ve got to run into town.”
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Chapter 31. Coup
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The first sounds reached the drawing room as muted booms, communicated through layers of stone. Elizabet could not guess what they meant. Nothing good.

A moment later, guards came smoothly into the room. “My lady, the peacock tower has collapsed.”

She stared at their leader, who seemed remarkably unmoved.

Instead of asking how towers might randomly collapse, she said, “Where is Master Toliver? He was on watch this evening.”

“Taken ill, my lady,” said the guard—a young one, relatively new and certainly from one of the holdings.

Well, poison seems to be the order of the day. “And Master Danston? Nestor? Markos?”

The guard looked straight ahead. “Unwell, my lady. I believe the cook purchased fish from refugees. It must have been tainted.”

Well, something’s tainted.

Arken was watching her lazily.

Elizabet turned furious eyes on him. “What have you done?” she hissed.

Arken turned his attention deliberately to the guard. “You can tell the servants to bring more food and drink. We’ll be here for a while.”

The guard bowed and left without another glance at Elizabet. The order of command had been made painfully clear. Arken sipped his wine. “You will learn everything in due time, Princess. We’ll just wait here for Jaleel. Or Gerard. Or Mishael. Whoever comes first.”

Firebird help you if it’s Gerard, thought Elizabet. I hope Silveo is as hard to kill as his reputation suggests. She forced herself to reach for her own glass—water, much harder to poison. She studied Arken over the rim, watching Stormsgrove and Coralscrown out of the corners of her eyes. If you think I’ll sit here as a hostage, waiting for my family to return so that you can ambush them, you don’t know me, my lords.

*  *  *  *
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MISHAEL HOLOVAR DID not have to wait long for an answer from Malabar. The Mermaid’s Laugh had only tacked once when an even greater number of barded griffins returned to their deck. Yes, Chastain would see them. They were to relinquish control of their vessel. Navigation over the sandbar was exceedingly dangerous at this time, and they would be guided through under close supervision.

Gerard had expected this, but he still felt a wave of helplessness and anxiety as armed sailors from Malabar swarmed over their deck, rendering them essentially captive. This was a dangerous moment in the plan for several reasons. Gerard tried not to appear concerned as several of Malabar’s people went below. They did not ask permission or explain what they were doing. Gerard was certain that they intended to verify the presence of the slaves. He was also certain that they were counting the grishnards Mishael had brought with him.

No alarm was raised, and Gerard concluded that they’d glanced at the slaves and seen what they expected to see: fauns in chains. They’d also searched for a hidden grishnard raiding party and found nothing. At his elbow, Lazaran murmured, “Everything they’re looking for is right under their noses, and they can’t see it.”

Gerard didn’t answer. Dakar would be examining the sandbar in the water below, selecting the best path to take the Fang on their way out. The tide would only get higher for the next half watch. Then it would begin to recede. Hopefully, we can do this quickly.

When Malabar’s people had verified the Mermaid’s contents to their satisfaction, their leader said, “His Majesty will see Lord Holovar, the prince, and his companion. No one else. You are to leave your weapons.”

He clearly expected an argument, and Mishael gave him one just for the look of the thing. At least now we know that Ellia is playing a key role here, thought Gerard. Chastain Malabar would never have requested Silveo’s presence. If we can get rid of Ellia forever, I’ll call Lazaran a true ally and friend.

They mounted the griffins who’d been sent to take them to the castle just as the Mermaid entered the spiral of the inner harbor. Behind them, Gerard glimpsed the Mermaid’s own navigational griffin and rider on the quarterdeck. He deliberately turned away to avoid drawing attention to them, as the rider plucked up a blue tinted stern lantern and the griffin launched itself into the dark fog. Gerard imagined them spiraling higher and higher, above the clouds, where the blue light would glow like a strange star.

*  *  *  *
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WAITING IN THE CRAMPED sailboat in the cold fog with nothing to do, Gwain contemplated his companions. Anaroo was sitting perfectly still, eyes half closed, hands folded in her lap: the picture of infinite patience. No one survives on Maijha Minor without learning to sit still and quiet. Silas crouched in his coat beside Anaroo, watching the harbor, his tufted tail twitching on the bench. Gus Creevy had nodded off beside him and was snoring softly. The grishnard captain from the Anemone—a person whom Gwain had identified as having ties to Haplagian royalty—sat across from them, absently massaging the stump of his left arm.

The Anemone’s second-in-command, a hunti named Layjen, sat beside his captain, looking nervous and sour. They’d managed to fit eight additional hunti from the Anemone into the sailboat. Four of them were sitting on the floor. Everyone was bristling with weapons, which occasionally made clanking sounds as bodies shifted.

At last, something stirred in the fog around the harbor—a rising glow in the swirling mist. Silas’s ears pricked. He gave his first mate a nudge. Creevy snorted and opened his eyes. Everyone watched as the glow became more distinct: a blue light, circling up through the clouds.

“That’s the signal,” muttered Silas. “Let’s go take an airship.”

*  *  *  *
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LU WAS RELIEVED THAT Silveo did not try to exit through the front door of the castle or even a major side door. Instead, he started directly away from the front entrance, using servants’ passages whenever possible. Twice, they paused to let groups of soldiers pass in the hallways ahead. Lu did not remember seeing this many soldiers in Holovarus Castle on any other evening.

Their route took them gradually up and up, towards the top of the hill, and Lu guessed where Silveo meant to come out. The griffin nest boxes. I suppose it would be a good idea to let the griffins know what’s happening.

However, when they arrived, they found rows of paddocks, full of straw and gently snoring griffins. Silveo looked disgusted. He stopped outside one nest box, and Lu saw that it was Felbane’s. The big animal had been lodged here after the Fang’s capture. He looked well enough, but he could not be roused.

“Silveo!” Everyone jumped as an ocelot padded out from behind Felbane.

Silveo grinned. “Farrell. I thought you were still in the drawing room.”

Silveo’s four-legged quartermaster flicked his ears. “I was, but I slipped out in all the commotion after you got poisoned. I figured there was nothing I could do for you, so I had a look around the castle instead. It’s a good old-fashioned coup. About half of the garrison seems to be drugged or locked up, and the other half are with the rebel lords. I found a few bodies, but not many. I think Arken would like to do this bloodlessly. Aside from you, of course.”

“Aside from me,” agreed Silveo. “What about our people?”

“I checked on them first,” said Farrell. “As far as I can tell, those staying in the castle are locked in their rooms or in their barracks, possibly drugged. It’s all been very quiet. I don’t think they’re dead.”

“The lords know that war is coming,” muttered Basil. “They’ll want all the able-bodied fighters they can spare. They figure that once those people see which way the wind is blowing, they’ll come around. In the meantime, Arken just wants them out of the way.”

Farrell’s tail lashed. “They don’t know the Fangs.”

Lu glanced at Silveo. “He’s right. If your people think you’re dead, they will riot. They’ll get themselves killed, Silvy.”

Silveo bit his lip. “We need to tell them what’s going on...but we also need to get Jaleel. If Arken ends up with him as a hostage, it’ll be a mess. But if Jaleel can appeal to his own people from a position of power, I don’t think they’ll attack him directly. Arken knows that. He was expecting to have the prince in hand a long time ago.”

“There’s also the matter of a giant wyvern?” ventured Basil.

“Yes, that, too,” muttered Silveo. “I’m sure Arken has convinced his people that without the gods, they cannot hope to stand against jagers. Historically, he’s right. I wonder if we shouldn’t have made a show with Lazaran...just for the sake of the pious.”

“Silveo,” said Lu impatiently, “where is Jaleel?”

Silveo took a deep breath. “I’m guessing, of course, but I think Hoepali’s subordinates have taken him. I think Holovarus is home to more wyverns than any of us supposed. I just hope they haven’t killed him yet.”
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Chapter 32. Into Battle
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Gerard dismounted on the steps of Malabar Castle with a sense of going into battle. Fog lay thick on the ground, and the lantern-lined path through the gardens stood out as a series of hazy fireflies below them. The air smelled of wet earth and...something else. Sulfur.

Gun smoke. Have they been practicing?

Lazaran jumped down alongside him with a soft chime. He’d wound a golden ribbon into his tail, with a single bell. It wasn’t quite salacious enough to be instantly offensive, but it did give a hint in that direction. It was the sort of thing Silveo would have done. Gerard felt again that absurd resentment at Lazaran for being so good at this. He’s doing exactly what you need him to do. Focus. Mishael Holovar walked beside them, looking severe in his old-fashioned court clothes, his skin and hair beaded with rain.

A butler and half a dozen guards were waiting at the door. The butler took their rain cloaks, hats, and boots. Then the guards searched them for weapons. The search was impersonal, but thorough—waistcoat-linings, sleeves, inner pockets, pant-legs. Gerard had been expecting this. Still, he could see how it rankled his father. No monarch on good terms with his neighbors should ever be subjected to this sort of groping.

It seemed strange, afterward, to be led into a lamp-lit drawing room, where night-time teas had been set out before a cozy ring of chairs around the fire. Chastain and Porsha were sitting there, clearly roused from bed. Chastain was wearing a plain shirt and trousers, Porsha a green silk dressing gown. They both sat very straight and oddly expressionless. A third person sat facing the fire.

As Gerard came around the chairs to take a seat, he was not surprised to see Ellia Reza. He lounged in the plush, high-backed chair, grinning. He wore a ruffled shirt, tight black trousers, and too much gold jewelry. “Gerard! What a pleasure to see you again!” He glanced at Mishael. “And your daddy.” His eyes skipped around the table. “Here together with his sweet sister and brother-in-law. Such a charming family. But one of these things is not like the others...” His eyes came to rest on Lazaran, who was doing a creditable impression of Silveo’s distaste. “Silvy. What company you keep these days! Long way from that brothel on Sern, eh? You’ve put those skills to good use. Have a seat, lovelies. We have so much to talk about.”

*  *  *  *
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GUS TRIED NOT TO THINK of the very real possibility that they were all about to die. Instead, he focused on sailing the boat. The Honeytail rose slowly in the cold air—higher and higher, above the clouds and fog, until they could no longer see the harbor or the Cormorant. The sailboat was using every bit of lift that the naked airbladder could provide. Silas had allowed the light-gas to expand so that the ballonets must be completely flat, and still the Honeytail struggled to achieve the altitude he wanted.

Gus glanced at Padmay, who was busy muttering some last words of encouragement to the other hunti. Layjen was looking over Percy’s shoulder while Percy double-checked Silas’s math with a little notepad and abacus. Gus couldn’t help thinking of the three infants they’d left behind with the Nightingale. What will their lives be like if we don’t come back? Will they even know who we were?

Gus had never been in a true boarding action. Focus, Creevy. It’s just a big fistfight. Gods know you’ve been in plenty of those. It’ll all be over in a quarter watch. Probably less. That baby on the Nightingale will never know who you are anyway. Focus.

They’d finally achieved the desired height above the clouds. No one on the ground could possibly spot them. But will we come down in the right place? Silas had a sextant in one hand and a chronometer in the other. He took measurements, calling out numbers to Percy, then ordered the grapple anchor cut and they moved gently forward under a single sail. They were now in glorious clear air with a dome of stars above them and red moon at half-mast overhead. Clouds stretched below with hardly a break.

A moment later, Silas said, “Reef up the top, and give me two notches in the pectorals.” Gus took in the mainsail, while the hunti moved to open the pectoral sails. Silas adjusted the two rudders, bringing the sailboat as near as possible to a stop. “Percy, what do you think?”

Percy looked up from his notepad and abacus. “You’re good as far as I can tell.”

There was a moment’s murmuring as everyone found their weapons. Sword belts were buckled, sheaths unfastened. Anaroo extracted her bow from under a bench and strung it.

Silas stood up carefully in the overburdened sailboat. Don’t give us a speech, thought Gus with an inward groan. Just get it over.

“As you all know, we’re quite high right now,” began Silas. “In a moment, we’ll begin dropping through the clouds. We’ll go slowly. If we’re not right over the airship, we may need to correct. We must do this as silently as possible. If all goes well, we’ll come down on the main deck. I reiterate the need for silence. We would like to take the ship without raising an alarm. You’ve all seen our best-guess diagrams of her layout. Since it’s the middle of the night, I would expect—”

“Tzu!” Gwain spoke softly, but with evident pleasure as his bat came flapping out of the clouds below. An instant later, she landed heavily on the gunnel, making the sailboat rock.

“Two night watch on deck,” she hissed in her strange, high-pitched voice. “One in the maintop I drank.” Her slender tongue flicked out over her pointed teeth. Several of the hunti inched minutely away from her.

“What species?” asked Gwain.

“Jager,” said Tzu. “They—”

A strangled cry of alarm interrupted her. “Griffin!”

Gus could feel his heart accelerate even before he saw it—a riderless griffin, skimming along above the clouds. Gus wondered whether it had spotted the bat and followed her to investigate. Or maybe they’d just been unlucky enough to be caught in a routine pass over the harbor. In any case, the griffin saw them almost in the same instant, gave a ringing cry, and headed straight for the Honeytail.

*  *  *  *
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GERARD WANTED THE GHASTLY farce to be over immediately. He wanted Ellia to name his terms. He wanted to hurl them back in his teeth. He wanted to tell the Malabars that they were fools. And then he wanted to walk out with his father beside him and Lazaran wreaking havoc behind them.

But it couldn’t happen like that—not right away. They needed time. Time for the Mermaid to navigate the sandbar and be anchored in the inner harbor. Time for her faun “slaves” to shuck their chains and assist the crew in overwhelming whatever contingent Malabar had left aboard. Time for them to row quietly across to the Fang, deal with whatever they found there, and begin sailing her out of the harbor with Dakar’s assistance to navigate the sandbar.

At some point in this process, the alarm would certainly be raised. By then, Gerard hoped to be on his own deck with a sword in hand. He also hoped that the airship, with her terrible guns and command of the harbor, would be neutralized, possibly even able to assist them.

All of these things would happen very quickly if they happened at all. However, they couldn’t happen right now. He and his father needed to keep Ellia and the Malabars talking for at least a little while.

In this, their enemies seemed willing to cooperate. Ellia smirked like a pirate holding court while Porsha poured the tea and buttered toast in an absurd parody of an informal bedtime indulgence. Chastain made some rambling observations concerning the fates of the Maijhan and Haplagian courts. “Rumor has it, they may have fled to Merdent. And that would be irony, eh? Considering how well they’ve always gotten on with the Lawless Lands.” He gave a forced laugh. “What do you think, Mishael? Your son’s wife is from Haplag, isn’t she? Have you had any word?”

Mishael stared at him. Chastain had used his given name, but Gerard did not think Chastain was trying to be offensive. Gerard thought he’d spoken unconsciously and that he was incredibly distracted and nervous. He smelled of wine.

“A few rumors,” said Mishael carefully. “Nothing substantive.”

Porsha had passed Mishael a cup of tea. He started to raise it, then carefully set it back in its saucer. “Gerard, I think this is more your preference than mine.”

Gerard took the tea in bewilderment. He would have been shocked if his father had known his preference in main courses, let alone teas. Comprehension dawned as he lifted the cup and saw that Porsha had written something on the scrap of napkin underneath. Two words: “Help us.”

*  *  *  *
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ANAROO BOLTED TO HER feet the instant she saw the griffin. She was dimly aware of the sailboat rocking beneath her, of her fellow passengers shifting to compensate for her movement, but she ignored all of that. She ignored the thumping fear: the little voice whispering that the people she cared about most in the world were all here in this tiny, fragile craft, floating high above the ground.

Anaroo would have liked to let the sailboat’s rocking cease before she shot, but there was no time. The griffin was almost on top of them.

Thump!

Time seemed to slow down as Anaroo watched the griffin’s beak open and its claws splay in preparation for tearing at their sails and naked air bladder. The animal’s wings beat once to slow it, but something was wrong—a sudden lack of coordination. Blood exploded from the griffin’s open beak. Anaroo’s arrow was sticking in its chest. Nevertheless, its momentum carried it forward, and the griffin’s folding body slammed into their mainmast.

Anaroo heard Silas shout, “Hang on to something!” just as the boat went over. She tried to drop down and grab at the bench, but she would have been too late if Gus’s arm hadn’t shot out and arrested her as though in a vise. They flipped over once, twice...and then they were falling...upright now because of the heavy keel, but still falling fast into the dark sea of cloud.

The griffin’s flailing claws and beak must have ripped through the naked airbladder. The light-gas in the Honeytail’s hull wasn’t nearly enough to support the weight of this many people.

The world had become suddenly dark. Anaroo looked up and glimpsed the denuded mainmast through the swirling fog, its spars, sails, and rigging in tatters. Silhouettes of bodies hunched all around the edges of the sailboat, clinging to the benches and to one another. Gus let go of her. He was inching towards the middle of the boat, where Silas crouched with his arm around the mast. They struggled with something on the deck.

A pop, then a whoosh! The boat jerked so hard that Anaroo thought for a moment they’d hit the ground.

She raised her head. They were still descending, but more gently. A square had opened in the floor in the middle of the sailboat, and a mass of lines stood out of it into the dark sky. In the sudden silence and rush of wind, Silas whispered, “Did I mention that I reinstalled the parachute?”

Someone began to laugh—a muffled, hysterical sound. It was Percy.

“She is a lifeboat,” said Silas, almost apologetically. “They all come with parachutes.”

“Fuck you, Silas,” muttered Layjen, and then proceeded to be violently sick.

“Don’t do that over the side,” whispered Gus.

“And fuck you, too.” But Layjen was laughing.

Anaroo could feel the hysteria as well—a combination of nerves, giddiness, and vertigo. We almost died. She clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle the ridiculous mirth. Gwain and Gus were doing the same thing on either side of her. Percy had buried his head in his coat. Padmay was grinning and holding Layjen’s hair out of his face. That was how they drifted down onto the deck of the Cormorant—giggling hysterically and trying not to vomit.
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Chapter 33. Art and Sophistry
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Gerard forced himself to actually take a sip of the tea—or pretend to. Help us. He’d expected Ellia to have achieved influence by appealing to Chastain’s greed. He had not expected an actual leopon conquest of Malabar. Ellia can’t have taken it by force. If there’d been a battle for Malabar, we would have heard something. All differences aside, we would have come to help!

Gerard stared at Chastain and Porsha. They looked back at him, miserable and glassy-eyed. The last time we spoke, you had nothing but disdain for the leopons. You didn’t pay much attention to them at the conference, either, but then, for some reason, they never left. Something happened at the conference.

An idea began to form, terrible in its simplicity. Ellia disappeared from the ballroom, and I thought he’d gone after Silveo and Gwain. I was sick with worry. But what if I was worried for the wrong person? What if Ellia went after someone else? Someone visibly incapacitated with drink, someone nobody would look for anytime soon, because he’s so obnoxious. Someone whose life would mean everything to the lord of the most protected harbor in the Small Kingdoms.

Gerard set down his teacup. “Where’s Philip?”

*  *  *  *
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THE GRIFFIN MIGHT HAVE actually done the Cormorant’s boarding party a favor. While the parachute had arrested their deadly descent, they were still coming down quite fast. This became apparent when the clouds parted and the Cormorant’s masts appeared suddenly out of the swirling fog. The Honeytail crashed through rigging and onto the deck, accompanied by a scream, a crunch, and a curiously soft impact.

Anaroo guessed what had happened before she even managed to struggle over the side. The dead griffin had fallen out of the sky onto the airship. Those on watch had come running to investigate. An instant later, the Honeytail landed more-or-less on top of them. The little sailboat’s new metal keel had been driven into the Cormorant’s deck, impaling the body of the dead griffin, killing at least one jager sailor and injuring another, who lay groaning a few paces away.

One of the hunti quickly silenced him. Incredibly, the entire boarding party seemed to be intact. Unfortunately, the same could not be said for the Honeytail herself. The little boat stood in the deck, canting to one side, her shattered mainmast leaning drunkenly, one pectoral sail ripped off, the other in tatters. The parachute had tangled in the Cormorant’s lines overhead.

Still, their wild descent had not produced much noise. No bells were ringing, although a concerned voice called from somewhere aft, and Anaroo could hear hurrying feet on the deck below.

Time to get busy. She’d lost her bow in the fall, but she still had the sword she’d been wearing, and she drew it as she ran after Silas across the broad deck. Percy was following as planned, with Layjen close behind him.

Gus had already disappeared down the main hatch, along with Gwain, Padmay, and the other hunti. They would catch as many of the crew sleeping as possible. Meanwhile Silas’s group had the critical task of casting off. The ship would be impossible to subdue if she had an endless supply of reinforcements from the ground. The sooner they could get her up and away from help, the better their chances.

It didn’t take Silas and Percy long to find the anchor or its release mechanism. It did seem to take forever for the chain to run out. Even after the last of it vanished into the night, the ship did not rise much, although it began to drift at a leisurely pace over the fog-shrouded lights of the harbor. “She needs her ballonets opened,” muttered Percy.

Silas nodded and the four of them started for the quarterdeck. Below, Anaroo could hear shouting and running feet. She caught the distant clang of swords.

Just before they reached the quarterdeck, the door to the stateroom cabin below it flew open. A large jager came hurrying out, wearing only a dressing gown.

“We yield!” he barked in a voice that did not sound remotely yielding. He had an accent that reminded Anaroo of Theseus. “We surrender; call off your troops!”

Anaroo and Layjen had both stepped in front of Silas and Percy, but the jager captain—Anaroo assumed he was the captain—was obviously unarmed. The gown hung open; he was practically naked. Anaroo stepped forward to confirm that he had no hidden weapons, and he did not resist her inspection. The dressing gown was made of heavy, dark blue silk, lined with creamy fur. He smelled of expensive spice and soap. Definitely the captain. She kept her sword pointed at him.

“Call off your troops,” he repeated.

“You first,” muttered Silas as he tried to move around them.

The jager interposed his larger body between Silas and the steps to the quarterdeck. “My people are fighting for their lives, unarmed and in their nightclothes! Is this what you call honorable warfare?”

“It’s what we call a boarding action,” said Percy. “Layjen, remove this person.”

“Is this how you want your people to be treated when we take your ships?” demanded the jager captain.

Silas hesitated. “I suppose we should sort things out down there. No use endangering more of our people if the enemy has already surrendered.” He glanced at the jager captain. “Although they probably don’t know they’ve surrendered. Tie him up and take him with us.”

It took Anaroo and Layjen only a moment to snatch up a bit of damaged rigging, cut it, and tie the captain’s hands behind his back. Silas hesitated again on their way to the lower decks. “Percy, you and Layjen go open the ballonets, get us higher while Anaroo and I deal with this. I’ll send you people to work the sails as soon as possible.”

Anaroo got a good grip on the captain’s arm as they started below. He was younger than she’d first thought—not much over thirty—and every bit as big as Gus with arms like polished rock beneath his soft gown. If he decides to make trouble, this sword is going straight into his chest. I’ll never get a second chance.

Anaroo couldn’t help staring around as they moved through the lower decks. The ship was far more open than the Albatross, with walls of finely wrought metal, sometimes even glass. Anaroo reasoned that this must make communication easier, since one could see and call to lower decks. She got an impression of shadowy immensities below, the curves of light-gas bladders, indirect light, and the stir of air moving freely in a large space.

A moment later, they stepped into an enclosed hallway, and Anaroo felt as though she were on a ship again. Even if Silas had not sketched a fairly accurate map of the Cormorant’s interior, it would not have been difficult to find the fighting. The Honeytails had left two bodies in their wake as they cut their way along the corridors. We certainly took the jagers by surprise. The scene beneath the forecastle was pure chaos, with savage fighting among the hammocks, bodies underfoot, mingled sounds of bellowing, screaming, and the peculiar blood-curdling yip of attacking hunti.

“Enough!” barked Silas from the doorway. “They have surrendered!”

The jager captain boomed into the noisy room, shouting in his own language. The fighting subsided quickly, although it took a few moments for news to reach the back of the compartment. “Make sure they’re disarmed and then put them in the slave cells,” said Silas. “Those should be directly overhead.” The Honeytails were moving already, hurrying the stunned jagers from the room before they got other ideas.

“Leave a guard on them,” continued Silas, “and then the rest of you get back to the main deck and do whatever Captain Bellwater says. He’ll need you to sail the ship.” Silas whirled and stalked back along the corridor.

“Where are we going now?” asked Anaroo. She did not like the idea of marching all over this strange ship with the jager captain. He was too big and powerful, and even though he seemed cooperative, she didn’t trust him.

“Officers’ cabins,” called Silas over his shoulder.

“Can’t we drop him off in the cells first?”

“No, we’ll probably need him.”

“May I ask the name of my captor?” rumbled the jager.

“No, you may not,” growled Anaroo, but Silas spoke over his shoulder.

“Ackleby. What’s yours?”

“Magner.”

“You’re doing pretty well to get an airship all the way out here with such a small crew, Captain Magner,” said Silas. He was walking fast and talking easily, as though there was nothing challenging at all about the maze of corridors with their strangely latticed walls.

The jager captain seemed genuinely fascinated. “How did you get here? I can’t believe you hijacked our cargo cage, nor can I imagine you brought so many people on griffins without raising an alarm.”

“Floating sailboat,” said Silas cheerfully.

“So...you’re a real airship captain.” Magner spoke with a tone of intense interest.

Shut up, Silas.

They occasionally passed ship’s lanterns fastened to the walls. By their light, Anaroo saw birds worked into the metal lattice—storks, cranes, egrets, pelicans, rendered in beautiful, swooping lines. The ceilings had delicate molding around the edges. Wooden walkways spanned dark abysses above the looming shapes of airbladders. Such paths would have been catwalks on the Albatross, but on the Cormorant they’d been fashioned into elegant bridges. Anaroo glimpsed a pane of glass with images of colorful fish beneath one such bridge.

She found the beauty oddly unnerving. The Albatross had been thoughtfully utilitarian, but the Cormorant was a work of art. This was made for a king. It has grishnard royalty written all over it.

Anaroo was relieved when they passed into enclosed space again and arrived a moment later in the nest of stern cabins where the officers berthed. They opened the door of the officers’ mess cabin just as a body flew through the opposite wall. A jager sprawled across the table, groaning amid the wreckage. Gus poked his head through the splintered opening. “Silas! Turns out, we could have been pirates after all. This is pretty easy.”

Silas rolled his eyes. “They’ve surrendered. Who else is in here?”

Padmay stepped through the proper door, dragging a half-conscious jager. “Kill them, yes or no?”

“No,” said Silas.

Magner thundered again in his own language. He went on a little too long, and Anaroo gave him a nudge in the ribs with her sword hilt. “That sounded like a lot more than, ‘We’ve surrendered.’”

The jager captain looked at her curiously. “Aren’t you on the wrong side, Mistress Zed? Grishnards eat your kind.”

Anaroo said nothing. The sooner he is off this ship, the better.

Three more jagers came walking up the hall from their quarters. Anaroo caught sight of Gwain behind them, bright-eyed and speckled with blood. To her surprise, he threw a little salute to the jager captain, who finally showed a trace of pique. His spotted tail fluffed up.

“Hello again!” said Gwain.

Silas looked at him in surprise. “You’ve met the captain?”

“Briefly. Silveo and I got a look at them unloading guns from the airship during the conference on Malabar. We didn’t know what the guns were, of course, and we were discovered. We had to talk our way out.”

The captain’s calm had closed over his flash of irritation. “How stupid of me not to kill you,” he said in a voice that was almost jovial.

Gwain squinted at him. “Where’s your second-in-command? I didn’t see him in here.”

The captain looked at him blankly.

“Unless I’m wrong, and he wasn’t your second,” said Gwain. “Although I’m not usually wrong about that sort of thing.”

But Magner wasn’t feeling chatty anymore.

At that moment, Percy appeared in the doorway, slightly winded. “Silas, the ballonets aren’t responding. I’ve tried everything. I think they may be locked, perhaps at the level of the gearbox. I thought I should tell you before I went down there.”

Silas was staring at the jager captain, but Magner’s face gave nothing away. “Where is the rest of your crew?” Silas demanded.

“Making their usual rounds, I suppose,” said Magner.

Padmay started forward with a grim expression. Magner kept his eyes on Silas. “You can beat me, Captain, or you can go figure out what’s wrong with the ballonets.”

“Oh don’t worry,” said Padmay, “we can do both.”

Silas turned to Percy. “Let’s go have a look. Best guess, the gearbox is in the middle of the ship, not in the hold.”

“We should check to see whether they’ve armed the ship with guns, too,” said Gwain.

“Silas,” muttered Percy, “we need to make a sweep of the entire ship—make sure nobody’s hiding and find any damage. That’s from someone who’s been working as a privateer for a few years.”

Silas nodded. “Yes. Thank you. Gus, Padmay, Gwain, make a sweep of the hold and lower corridors. Layjen, get back on deck, and send as many people as you can spare to make a sweep of the upper levels. Percy, let’s go have a look at the gearbox. Anaroo...” He glanced at the jager captain, “Bring him.”
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Chapter 34. Bargaining
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Porsha’s eyes filled with tears at the mention of her son, and Chastain developed a sudden coughing fit. Ellia yawned. “Oh, his Highness is in bed. Where we all should be, eh? I wish you’d come in the daytime, Gerard. It’s rude to visit in the middle of the night...almost like a thief.”

Gerard looked at him and said nothing.

“We have come to negotiate for the return of my son’s ship,” said Mishael, his eyes on Chastain, “in exchange for the slaves you were so anxious to retrieve. We left Holovarus this morning, but we had an unfortunate accident in the thick weather with a new sandbar that has developed off Malabar-5. You might want to make a note of it.”

Chastain opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, Ellia continued, “Over here, Grandpa. You’re negotiating with me. I’m the one who captured the Fang, in case your memory has slipped.”

Mishael turned with a look of intense distaste to Ellia. “In that case, we seem to be at an impasse. I have not brought anything to trade with you.”

“Oh, but you have,” purred Ellia. “Here are my terms, pets. I will give you back your aging ship with its figurehead of an animal soon to be extinct...and you will leave him.” His eyes came to rest on the person he thought was Silveo.

Gerard knew what his own reaction should be, and he didn’t have to try very hard to fake it. “No.”

“Aw,” murmured Ellia, “don’t look so stricken, Gerard. I’ll give him back! Silveo will stay with me this winter as a guarantee of your good behavior. You have, after all, developed rather a piratical reputation. These are now Serinese Islands, and I am King Culowen’s representative here. I can’t have my islands threatened by pirates...not even pirates under the protection of a local lord.” His eyes flicked to Mishael.

“King Culowen will generously allow such lords to stay on as governors. There will be a few changes and a tax to be negotiated, but you’ll find us quite reasonable...assuming you are reasonable in return. Jager ships will be arriving any day now, and any islands that are not under Serinese protection will be battered to pieces. I’m sure you’ve heard something of jager weaponry. I am the gentler option, I assure you.”

Gerard felt very glad that he had not actually brought Silveo.

Lazaran spoke at last, “Did you get that last line from a ballad? Yes, I think it’s the Triumph of the Dragon’s Mistress—”

“Shut up.” Ellia’s smile did not so much disappear as congeal. “I’ve got a present for you, Silvy.” He snatched something off the table beside him and flung it into Lazaran’s lap. Gerard saw that it was an iron and leather collar—child-sized to a grishnard. Ellia looked at Gerard, pleasant again. “Foxlings are slave species in my islands. Obviously, this one already has a master. We’re just doing a little transfer of ownership, but until then, please control your creature.”

Gerard sat rigid. “We’re not playing this game.”

“You are,” said Ellia. “You really don’t have any choice. I could kill you, but then I wouldn’t have Holovarus, and the jagers would have to take it, and they’d kill a lot of useful people, and it would all be very messy. Come, I’m being generous. Take your ship and go home. I really will return Silveo in the spring...not too much the worse for wear...and you can sail on to wherever you wish.”

He hesitated, and Gerard waited for the threat.

“But if you cross me...” Ellia’s voice sank to a venomous hiss, “I’ll send him back to you in pieces...starting with that ridiculous tail.”

*  *  *  *
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THE Cormorant’s gearbox was the size of a small cabin. And it was damaged. Anaroo could see that even without extensive training. Bolts and screws the size of her fist lay scattered on the boards around it, and the frayed ends of a cut cable hung out of the housing. Percy stared at it in dismay. “This was recent. They didn’t sail halfway across the crescent like this.”

“Sabotage,” growled Silas. He shot a furious look at the jager captain and then climbed into the housing. The box was tall enough for Silas to stand upright, although he had to duck or climb over and under the various gears, rods, and cables.

Percy followed him. “Main spring and drivers are fine,” called Silas from further inside the box. “I need a light, but it feels like... Yes, it’s just the distal bob ends, and the individual needle wheel drivers.”

“I found the emergency toolbox,” said Percy, who’d been probing around the inside wall. “Looks like they’ve got everything. You want a number eight filing rod and winder?”

“I want a light,” grumbled Silas.

At that moment, Gus, Gwain, and Padmay came hurrying up from the lower decks, looking grim. “We found this one in the hold,” began Gus and dragged forward a tight-lipped jager with a newly swelling black eye.

“The belly of the ship is lined with guns,” said Gwain, “but he was doing something to them. I’m not sure they’re useable.”

“Well, he’s ‘done something’ to the gearbox as well,” said Percy.

The jager shot a wordless look at his captain and inclined his head. Magner drew himself up a little straighter. Anaroo thought he might be preparing to attack. She tightened her grip on his arm and on her sword hilt. One chance; that’s all I’ll get. But he didn’t try to break free. “You’ve impressed me,” he rumbled, “so I’d like to spare your lives.”

Silas stuck his head out of the gearbox. “Excuse me?”

“That gearbox will take a day to repair,” continued Magner. “In the meantime, you’ve got no way to rise higher or control the ship’s finer movements. You’ll have griffins on you any moment, demanding to know why the ship has come untethered. When they realize my crew is not in control they’ll attack. The guns have been spiked. You can’t use them. You’re helpless. However, if you surrender at once, you’ll live. I’m curious about how you got here. I’d like to hear all about this...floating sailboat.”

Silas stared at him, face unreadable. “Gus!” he barked. “Find me a ship’s lantern. Percy, go back up there and steer. When you feel the ports engage, do a three-quarters maneuver. I’ll do the rest by hand.”

Anaroo could not see Percy well in the low light, but she thought he went a little pale. “Silas...”

“He’s right; they’ll be on us any moment. We have to get this done.”

Percy still didn’t move. “But... With you inside?”

Silas turned back to the gearbox. “Are you waiting for a written invitation? Go!”

He went.

The jager captain was staring at them with a hint of bewilderment. “If he makes a mistake, he’ll cut you in half.”

“I am aware,” snapped Silas from inside the metal box.

Gus had returned with a light. He handed it in cautiously. “Silas, does Percy know enough to do this?”

“Yes. Sort those tools and be prepared to pass them.” Anaroo could tell that Silas was trying to concentrate.

Magner waited a moment longer, but when Silas didn’t seem inclined to add anything, he said, “I’ll double whatever the grishnard kings are offering. Money, land, people? It’s yours. If you want assurances, we can work something out. You don’t need to die tonight.”

Something inside the gearbox turned, emitting an alien, mechanical growl. Anaroo imagined Silas crawling between the teeth of those enormous gears. Her heartbeat quickened, but she felt no fear, only an intense clarity and pride.

The jager captain seemed genuinely puzzled. “Why are you doing this, Ackleby?”

Gus had laid out the tool kit on the ground. Silas came out briefly to select a few things. He shot Magner one more furious look before climbing back into the gearbox. “Because I am a real airship captain!”
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Chapter 35. Untethered
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Lazaran leaned up to whisper in Gerard’s ear. “Do you think we’ve stalled long enough?”

Gerard was still looking at Ellia. He thinks Silveo and I are discussing his terms. “Gods, I hope so,” he muttered.

“I’m talking you into leaving me here right now,” said Lazaran in his ear. “Try to look upset.”

“Do I not look upset?”

“You look homicidal.”

“I feel homicidal.”

“Aim for heartbroken.”

“I’m not a good actor; did Silveo not tell you th—?”

Lazaran kissed him. Gerard thought that he should not have been surprised, but he was. The kiss wasn’t long, but it was intense. Lazaran slid his arms around the back of Gerard’s neck and leaned all the way into his lap. Gerard sensed something—a flicker inside his head. He’s a wyvern, he’s a wyvern...

That familiar voice: “Trust me, Gerard.”

Too much like Silveo. Gerard felt the tears spring into his eyes. He wondered for one panicked moment if he was the one being tricked, if Silveo really had come on the expedition, if they’d kept it a secret in order to keep Gerard calm.

Silveo slid off his lap and moved quickly around the tea table to Ellia. “Well, you’ve got what you want. Better hurry up before my friend loses his battle with the desire to throttle you.”

*  *  *  *
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PERCY STOOD AT THE helm of the Cormorant, his hand feather-light on a lever, one foot hovering over a pedal, as he waited for Silas to perform the maneuver that would cause a tiny amount of strain in the lever, thus signaling to Percy that he should proceed through the steps to open another ballonet port. If Percy misinterpreted the signal, performed the steps in the wrong order, or tried to open the wrong ballonet, he would crush Silas in the ship’s enormous gears. They’d managed about a quarter of the ports so far, and no one had come to tell him that Silas was dead. The long pause worried him, though. He probably just had to stop and repair a needle driver, Percy told himself.

Below him, on deck, Layjen called his orders to the hunti now crewing the ship. There wasn’t much to do at the moment, except wait. Below them, the lights of the harbor drifted in and out of fog. Each passing shadow made everyone flinch, but no alarms sounded.

Percy was thinking about the day he had met Silas, when they were both in their late teens. Silas had been homeless at the time, though too proud to admit it. He’d owned almost nothing, yet he’d possessed an intellectual brilliance, combined with a sense of purpose, that positively lit up a room. Percy hadn’t been sure, even then, whether he wanted to be Silas...or whether he just wanted Silas. They’d had five of the best years of Percy’s life—gambling and playing in the clubs all winter, writing to each other during the shipping season—and then it had ended with agonizing abruptness...like a severed limb.

“Love is like wine,” went a famous Haplagian poem. “It turns to vinegar if it isn’t drunk.”

Silas’s cold, clear brilliance and effortless sense of mastery was part of what had fascinated Percy. He told himself that he should have seen the betrayal coming...that Silas appeared cold and manipulative because he was. He’d discarded Percy the moment he had his airship because he no longer needed him. Now, the past kept rearranging itself in Percy’s head, taking on new meanings, all his assumptions coming untethered. If Percy had misunderstood something so fundamental as his best friend, what else had he misunderstood?

The trajectory of his own life seemed pathetically predictable, but had it really been so? “Learn to manage money or learn to get along with daddy,” Elrick had warned him when they were hardly older than children. Percy had done neither.

After finishing at the airship academy, he’d served for some years as an airship officer under friends and relatives. He should have been able to save enough money to buy a ship of his own, but somehow he never did. When his father finally gave him an airship, Percy lost it through poor business decisions. His feud with Silas hadn’t helped.

He’d been betrothed to a Haplagian princess much against his wishes, but it was his father’s price for another airship. The royal family’s disdain for the merchant class meant that Percy’s marriage cut him off from his friends of former years. He’d spent his new off-seasons amid the elevated circles of people he despised, coping poorly, gambling away obscene amounts of money, and indulging the occasional dalliance with servants or artisans—all of them low-born—which insulted and angered his wife.

Percy’s rivalry with Silas had grown increasingly bitter and had culminated in the loss of that second airship. His father had refused to purchase another. Instead, he insisted that Percy spend some time learning to be a “real” captain. The lords of Bellwater Bay had a long tradition of participating in small wars with the Lawless Lands. Lord Bellwater had always thought the bloodless, delicate nature of airships effeminate. He would buy Percy a waterborne privateer, but nothing else.

Percy had spent his youth despising his father’s veneration of violence, but in the end, the life of a high-class privateer proved to be one of the few things he was good at. He wouldn’t have managed even this, however, if Layjen hadn’t taken over his account book. Layjen: a gift from his wife, a pet slave who was in love with her, the one person more miserable at Percy’s wedding than Percy.

Thanks to Layjen, Percy had achieved financial independence for the first time in his life. As an added bonus, waterborne ships could work year-round. They had no off-season. Percy hadn’t gone home in five years. He had received the occasional half-hearted appeal or formal invitation from various family members, but he had ignored them.

Now, home was gone. Percy could never have imagined how that knowledge would twist inside him—a phantom limb that gave him pain at the strangest moments.

Thanks to Layjen’s management, Percy could have purchased a new airship several times over in the last few years, but he’d chosen not to. Let Silas keep the sky. Silas always won in the end.

Gods, I hope so.

On the day they’d met, Silas had been mesmerized by miniature models of gearboxes that Percy had built for one of his classes at the academy—long, tedious days of work with delicate materials. Percy had ended up giving them to Silas when they parted that spring because Silas liked them so much, and what use did Percy have for the silly things after exams?

Percy would have given anything to have those models in front of him now. He felt a gentle twitch in the lever under his fingers and slowly pushed it all the way over. He went through the rest of the steps at a measured pace, visualizing the layout of the gearbox and where Silas would have to step to keep clear of the gears. He’d reached the end of the maneuver when a flywheel turned...and stuck.

Percy blinked at it. He gave the wheel a gentle nudge and met a soft, squishy resistance. Oh, gods. He shut his eyes, ran over the box again in his mind. Did I make a mistake? Is there some modification I didn’t notice? Some...fatal modification?

Percy couldn’t breathe. In his mind’s eye, he saw flashes from another life: teaching Silas to dance in the garden behind his student cottage on Mance. The way Silas grinned in a card game when he knew he’d won. His fierce concentration over a book. His laugh when he’d had enough alcohol to lower his inhibitions.

Someone tapped Percy on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about that; it’s actually part of a modified system under the main box.” Silas spoke near his ear, reaching around him to adjust one of the levers. “I repaired the remainder of the drivers for the lower aft ports, and that should be enough for now.” He paused. “Percy?”

Percy took a step back and thrust his shaking hand into his pocket. “Seven hells, Silas.”

Silas steadied him with one hand, still adjusting levers and flywheels with the other. “Nicely done, by the way. Are you going to be sick?”

“No, I don’t think there’s anything left in my stomach after the sailboat.”

Anaroo and Gus were coming up the stairs to the quarterdeck, still escorting the jager captain. They’d only just reached the top of the steps when a griffin swooped down onto the lower deck in front of them. There was no warning, no time to get excited. “Excuse me, sirs, but you seem to have come untethered.” The griffin didn’t sound suspicious, only annoyed. “Are you aware of the fact?”

Everyone froze. In the dark, drizzly night, in bulky winter clothes, the fact that they were not jagers would not be instantly apparent. However, if they spoke, their accents would give them away. Out of the corner of his eye, Percy saw Anaroo lean close to the jager captain. He could guess what she was saying: “Answer him, or I stick this in your ribs.”

An infinitesimal pause, and then the captain said, “We’re just doing some tests, my friend.”

The griffin squinted up at them. Percy got the idea that he didn’t much like jagers. “Well, I hope you’re planning on anchoring over water next time, because your anchor causes considerable destruction on land. You can’t just drop it anywhere in the castle grounds.”

“Understood,” murmured the jager captain. He did not sound strained or afraid. Percy wondered what he thought of all this.

The griffin sat back on its haunches and scratched a feathery ear. “There’s some trouble down in the harbor—pirates trying to cut out a ship. I don’t think anyone is going to come check on you for a while, so speak now if you need me to help retether you.”

“We do not need assistance,” said the jager captain, and the griffin launched itself into the air.

When the animal was gone, the captain said, “Trouble in the harbor... Is that your doing as well?”

Gwain materialized at the foot of the stairs. “Silas, Gerard’s party was counting on us to create some sort of diversion. I hate to say it, but if we can’t use the guns to help them, we might need to flee in a more spectacular manner—draw off the griffins down there. If we slink away, we leave the waterborne party to fend for themselves.”

“You certainly cannot use the guns,” said the jager captain. “And if you attract the attention of the griffins, I think you will be quickly overpowered.”

“Thank you for your input, Captain Magner,” snapped Silas, “but you really don’t know much about your ship. Percy, do you remember those rumors about the Cormorant?”

“I do,” said Percy.

“Well, I think they’re true, and I think that second gearbox controls the valves.” He was rubbing his hands together.

Distantly, Percy heard Gwain say, “Excuse me, but what did you just call him?”

“That’s the jager captain,” said Gus, “Magner.”

“Magner,” said Gwain faintly, “as in Kyros Magner?”

Silas was spinning flywheels and pushing levers. Gwain stepped up quickly and poked his head between Silas and Percy. “Silas...there’s something you ought to know—”

“Not now, Gwain!” said Silas with a flourish. “We are about to create a diversion!”
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Chapter 36. Lazaran
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Gerard thought, as he and his father walked stiffly from the parlor, that Ellia should have seen the trap. Anyone familiar with Gerard’s character would have known that he would never have left Silveo under these circumstances. Anyone familiar with Mishael would have been shocked by his indifference to the tears streaming down his sister’s cheeks. Mishael was not known for his kindness, but he was no coward, and this was a coward’s departure.

But Ellia does not know us, reflected Gerard, and Lazaran played his part superbly...if he really is Lazaran. Gerard resisted the urge to turn around, scoop Silveo up, and run. This is what we wanted, he reminded himself. Everything is going as planned. Ellia will take Silveo—Lazaran—somewhere alone, and that will be the end of Ellia.

A bell began to ring in the distance. It was so soft that Gerard could hardly hear it—probably down in the harbor. He walked a little faster. Maybe we shouldn’t have brought a waterborne cutting-out party after all...if Ellia is just going to give us the ship. But how could we have known that? And he never would have believed us without the slaves.

Ellia’s voice: “Wait.”

They’d reached the center of the foyer—the main door of the castle tantalizingly close. Gerard stopped unwillingly as the leopon guard in front of them halted. The bell was still ringing—fractionally louder now that they were closer to the outside. Gerard doubted that his father’s older ears detected it, but the guard’s ears twitched. Should we just run?

But Mishael was turning, and Gerard turned with him. Ellia stood in the arched entrance to the high-ceilinged room, Chastain and Porsha trailing behind him like children. He’d clipped a chain to the collar around Silveo’s neck and was holding it painfully taut. Silveo stood pressed against his hip, head canted a little from the pressure like a chastened pet.

“Oh, Gerard,” crooned Ellia. “I do hope I’m not going to have to cut off Silveo’s tail already. I haven’t even gotten a chance to play with him yet. I believe I hear some commotion outside. I hope it has nothing to do with you.”

“Of course not,” said Gerard, trying to sound broken and not threatening. “We’ve paid your price; now let us leave.”

There was a moment of tense silence, during which the bell mercifully ceased. “Well,” said Ellia, “why don’t we all walk down to the harbor—”

Out of the corner of his eye, Gerard saw Mishael give a violent shake of his head. At first Gerard thought he was responding to Ellia. Then he saw the blur of motion as Chastain lumbered forward, a dagger raised in his fist.

It might have worked...if the king had not given a roar like an attacking griffin...if Porsha hadn’t screamed...if Ellia hadn’t turned just before the knife entered his back.

Everything happened at once. There was a burst of sound, a smell of sulfur. Gerard barely registered this because the leopon guard stepped back to draw his sword, and Gerard had only a heartbeat in which to react. He was somewhat gratified by the smooth way that Mishael snatched the sword hilt just as Gerard punched the leopon in the face. The guard sagged to the floor, his sword sliding from its sheath into Mishael’s hand.

Gerard spun back to see Chastain on the ground. Ellia was pointing that strange metal object at him. Ellia turned towards Gerard...and Silveo changed. 

The collar exploded—links of metal and leather spinning off in all directions as the neck beneath it thickened and lengthened. Iridescent blue ran like quicksilver, pouring itself into a new shape. Ellia gave a wordless cry, reeled back, and, just as the jaws opened, he raised the thing in his hand. This time, Gerard saw a flash of light and a puff of smoke.

Bang!

Ellia raised his other hand. 

Bang!

Red blossomed from the wyvern’s gleaming chest and exploded from his open jaws—a pink mist that hung in the air between Lazaran and Ellia. Then Lazaran disintegrated. Gerard was reminded, horribly, of the way Morchella had thrashed in her death-throes, searching for a shape that would save her. Lazaran flickered wildly—a boar, griffin, a great dog-like beast, a bear. Between the larger shapes, he kept returning to the old counselor that Gerard had first met with Lady Azure—returning like an animal to a place that had once been safe and familiar. 

Gerard knew from his time with Dakar how much energy rapid changes like this cost a wyvern. Stop! he wanted to shout. You’re just wasting your strength! But Lazaran didn’t seem able to control himself.

Ellia didn’t wait to see how it would end. He turned and bolted from the room, his spotted tail fluffed to three times its normal size, screaming for guards. “You’re dead!” he shouted over his shoulder. “I’ll see you die in agony! Everyone you love! Dead!”

Gerard hardly heard him. A gun, he thought numbly. It was a tiny gun. So tiny...to do this.

Lazaran had stopped shifting. He’d come full circle, back to Silveo in his ridiculous, glittery clothes. He looked very small and still, curled on the floor in a pool of spreading crimson. Beyond him, Porsha was kneeling beside Chastain, her face ashen, eyes wide and wet.

Move! Gerard ordered himself. Bells were ringing in the harbor again—more than one this time—and people were shouting not far away inside the castle. The leopon guard Gerard had punched was gone. Ellia will be back with reinforcements any moment. Gerard strode across the room and crouched over the foxling-wyvern. “Lazaran?”

No response. The shirt beneath his coat was soaked with blood. Gerard put a finger to his throat and found a weak pulse. Can he recover from this? Gerard had no idea. At least he stopped in a shape I can carry. Gerard swallowed. Don’t think too hard about that.

Mishael was crouching across from Porsha. “He’s dead,” she spoke before Mishael could reach for a pulse. At that moment, the castle doors burst open, and more guards than Gerard could easily count rushed into the room. His heart sank, but the guards were grishnard, not leopon. They hesitated for half a beat and then seemed to fix on Porsha. “My lady, there’s fighting in the harbor—escaped faun slaves trying to take one of the ships. In addition, the jagers have untethered their airship for reasons they have not chosen to explain. What are your orders?”

Porsha stood slowly—head high, jaw set. “Ellia Reza has killed the king.” The guards gave a start. They had not recognized the crumpled form in his dressing gown. Porsha continued, her voice flat, “Wake the entire garrison. Scour the castle. Kill every leopon who resists and put the rest in the dungeon. They will fight hard; be prepared. Forget about the harbor for now. I want the castle secured. Leave me two guards, and the rest of you go.”

She turned back to Mishael as the group streamed around them. “Porsha,” he began, but she cut him off.

“Philip has been missing since the conference. We don’t know where they’re keeping him or even if he’s still alive. Ellia delivered letters that seemed to be written in his hand, but they could have been forgeries.” Her composure slipped.

Mishael reached out and put a hand awkwardly on her shoulder. Then, to Gerard’s astonishment, he drew her into a hug. It was a rough, unfamiliar movement, but it was genuine.

Porsha buried her face against his shoulder for a moment, then pushed him away, wiping her eyes and nose. “Go get your ship, Mishael. I don’t have means to call off our sea watch. I’ve done what I can, but Ellia has inserted his people and his paid agents throughout our chain of command. I don’t know whether we’ll win the castle. The leopons are entrenched, and the jagers are powerful allies. That airship...” She shuddered.

“The airship is ours,” said Mishael.

We hope, thought Gerard, but he didn’t say it out loud.

Porsha looked startled.

“Our people have taken it,” continued Mishael, “that’s why it’s untethered. You shouldn’t have interference from the airship.”

Something like hope ghosted across Porsha’s face. “Maybe we have a chance then.” She gulped. “We...we thought Philip might be on the airship. If you find him...”

Mishael squeezed her shoulder. “We’ll keep a look out for him.”

Then Gerard hefted Lazaran’s limp body, and he and his father ran from Malabar Castle.
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Chapter 37. Diversions
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Lu watched in dismay as Silveo sank to the ground for the third time. He was muttering under his breath. She couldn’t understand much of it, and what she did hear didn’t make sense. “They’re territorial. That’s how you spin it. That’s the angle. That’s...it’s... Home. This is home. This is... What we tell them is...”

“Silvy?” Lu crouched beside him, trying to keep the anxiety out of her voice. Farrell was somewhere up ahead, scouting the ground. Basil stood a few paces back, saying nothing. He is really upset, thought Lu. She couldn’t blame him, but now seemed liked a bad time to hold a grudge. The wind cut through her wet clothes like an icy dagger. We are all going to die of exposure out here if we don’t get inside soon. “Silvy?” she repeated. “Are you awake?”

The walk from Holovarus castle down to the village should have taken something less than an eighth watch. However, Farrell reported strange grishnards—Lord Arken’s people—all over the parade ground and probably occupying the watchtowers. They had surrounded the front part of the castle where anyone approaching from the village must pass. Fortunately, Arken had placed only a token perimeter guard around the far back reaches of the castle grounds, including the griffin nest boxes.

With an ocelot’s help, it had been easy to avoid these sentries. However, the group was obliged to take a long, roundabout journey through the wooded hills, made even more difficult and dangerous by the dark, wet night and the knowledge that a large dragon was prowling somewhere nearby. Occasionally, they caught glimpses of it against the clouds or crouching on the battlements.

The time was well past midnight, and they were a long way from the castle before Farrell judged it safe to come out of the woods and start down the coastline towards the village along the clifftop. It was clear to Lu after the first quarter watch of hiking in the freezing rain that Silveo was not handling this well. Though he would not admit it, she was certain he was still feeling the effects of the poison and his seizure. He should be lying down with a cup of broth, not tramping about in winter woods. All of them were soaked and shivering.

Just before they proceeded out onto the cliff, Silveo told them he needed to sit down for a moment. Never in their long friendship had Lu heard him ask to take a rest—especially when time was of the essence. His behavior filled her with anxiety.

Silveo was up again in a moment and they began their hike along the exposed, windy cliff back towards the village. They hadn’t gone far when Silveo stopped and vomited. Nausea was an expected side-effect of his ordeal, but it was also an indication that he was overexerting himself. Lu tried to talk to him, but he only motioned for silence and continued.

The third time he sank to the ground, however, she was certain that he was becoming delirious. He did not respond to her questions, only muttered to himself. Lu looked imploringly at Basil—his blond hair plastered to his head in the rain, his shoulders hunched.

Her husband sighed. Then he stepped forward and lifted Silveo into his arms. Lu breathed a sigh of relief.

Silveo gave no indication that he understood what was happening. He continued to mutter.

“Shhh,” said Basil.

“Does that ever work?” asked Lu.

Basil snorted a laugh. They started walking again. Finally, Basil asked, “Is he really going to be alright?”

“I think so, but he shouldn’t be out here. He needs to be warm and dry. If I had known we were going to hike in the cold and wind for half the night, I would have advised against it.”

“Does that ever work?” asked Basil.

Lu smiled. She hesitated. “What he said earlier... He didn’t mean it—” She checked herself. Tell the truth. “He wasn’t trying to be cruel.”

“I know,” said Basil. After a moment, he added, “Neither was I.”

No, thought Lu, you were just trying to protect yourself. Only, you’ve never learned how to protect yourself from him. That’s the problem.

Farrell reappeared at that moment, picking his way through the long, wet grass, “All clear up ahead. We’re still a ways from the village, but there’s a separate path that splits off towards the temple. That is where Silveo wanted to go, right?”

Lu swallowed. “Yes.” The idea of walking into this situation without Silveo in his right mind made her queasy. But we’ve come all this way. Maybe he’ll be awake by then. “Lead on.”

*  *  *  *
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“LAZARAN?” Gerard tried talking to him the same way he would have talked to Silveo. He did it himself a moment ago. Dakar could communicate that way if she had physical contact with a person. Gerard certainly had physical contact with Lazaran at the moment. However, Lazaran wasn’t answering—not even in Gerard’s head.

They were pelting down the hill, almost to the harbor, and Gerard thought they might have a problem. Two griffins from the Mermaid were supposed to pick them up. However, Gerard could think of a dozen reasons why the griffins might not be able to do this, particularly if the cutting-out party was already engaged in a fight. Lazaran was supposed to be Gerard and Mishael’s back-up mode of transportation if the griffins did not appear. In wyvern form, Lazaran could easily carry Gerard and Mishael to the ship. Looks like that is no longer an option.

Gerard couldn’t help occasionally glancing over his shoulder as they raced down the winding garden path. Do I hear footfalls? Or just the rain? It was hard to distinguish sounds over his own panting.

Ellia’s words rang in his head: “I’ll see you die in agony! Everyone you love! Dead!” Gerard remembered the ear-splitting crack of the tiny gun. He ran out of projectiles, Gerard realized. He ran off to...to reload.

Gerard started to shout this to his father, but decided to save his breath. What is Ellia likely to do in this situation? A sensible person would try to secure the castle and just let the Fang slip away. One ship wasn’t important compared to the stronghold of Malabar.

But Ellia is not a sensible person. Cunning, but not sensible. Gerard strained again for sounds of footfalls. He was so intent on the likelihood of pursuit that he almost missed the glint of metal through the bushes up ahead. “Father!” he bellowed, and Mishael veered in time to avoid the explosion of light and sound.

They both staggered around the last hedge at the end of the garden path, ducking frantically to avoid what they could not see. Mishael was winded. Gerard hadn’t realized how winded until he caught the wheeze of his father’s breathing. Three leopons circled them with drawn swords, but they didn’t actually strike—not yet. Ellia was standing six paces away, teeth bared like a wild animal, holding one of the horrible weapons.

Behind Ellia, something small and dark shot from the water.

“No!” Gerard shouted. “No, Dakar, get back! Back!” In his mind, he saw Lazaran thrashing in agony, a haze of red in the air. Gerard could not see the dark creature with wings and claws—not really. He could only see a little girl with eyes like black rainbows. No.

Ellia turned almost lazily towards the dripping wyvern—so much smaller than Lazaran. Gerard was sobbing for breath, but he shouted again. “Dakar, get back in the water! Please!”

“Is this yours...?” drawled Ellia as his hand came up.

Light exploded across the bay. Gerard’s heart dropped into his boots, but the light had not come from Ellia’s gun. It was so bright that, for a moment, he couldn’t help shutting his eyes. He opened them in time to see the airship hanging over the water not far off and a tongue of fire streaming from the open mouth of its snake-like keelhead figure.

For one instant, Malabar Bay had a midnight sun. Gerard got a split second image of all the ships at anchor. He saw the Fang clearly—not far away across the water, with griffins swooping at the people on her deck. However, she looked to be moving, her anchor already weighed.

Then the light vanished, and they were plunged into darkness with their night vision destroyed. Gerard heard the crack of the little gun and flinched. A sword cleaved the air near his head. He was ducking and dodging, weaponless in the confusion.

Something struck him hard, knocking him off his feet, and he was in the water. Claws gripped him. Dakar. She had both clawed paws around him, swimming fast. Where’s Father? Gerard wanted to ask, but all he could do was hold his breath and try to hang onto Lazaran.
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Chapter 38. Children
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Elizabet watched Arken, Stormsgrove, and Coralscrown as the night dragged on. Guards that Elizabet did not recognize had been stationed at the door of the drawing room, but the scene remained absurdly convivial. Guests at the other table had been encouraged to return to their game, while the children had made a nest of pillows and blankets. The lords had ordered more food and drink from the kitchen, although they seemed to be the only people left with an appetite.

In order to quiet her own nerves and those of her guests, Elizabet had begun a new tile game with Theresa, Glossy, and Marlie. They played without speaking as the lords sipped their tea and murmured to one another.

This is a well-executed coup, reflected Elizabet bitterly. They’ve secured the castle with hardly any struggle. The cutting-out party will return exhausted through the dark and rain. They probably won’t notice that the guards aren’t familiar. They’ll walk straight into the castle, where they’ll find that court is in session, and they’re the ones on trial.

Elizabet stared at the tiles in front of her, turning Arken’s words over in her head: “You have a fondness for refugees, Lady Elizabet. We have taken in one of our own.”

She thought she knew what he’d done. The idea filled her with horror and rage, but she kept her mouth shut. Out of the corners of her eyes, she watched them. Stormsgrove was the first to stand up, muttering that he needed to use the privy. Coralscrown shot to his feet at once, saying that he would like to step out as well. Arken looked a little restless, but he stayed in his chair.

Elizabet stared grimly at her tiles. She was, ironically, looking at the fox—a red fox, with green jewel eyes. She turned to ask for another glass of water and her sleeve caught the tile, sending it to the floor. The palm-sized piece of ceramic made a sad, muted chink as it broke. Arken didn’t even glance at Elizabet as she bent to pick up the pieces.

*  *  *  *
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HOLOVARUS TEMPLE WAS situated halfway up a hill overlooking the village. Lu and Basil were approaching from the back side, so they could not expect to see the building until they were on top of it. The path meandered away from the cliff over uneven ground, splitting several times, occasionally angling steeply downhill. The wind had slackened, but the rain had grown heavier, settling from wild gusts into a steady downpour.

Lu could feel exhaustion pressing on her like a weight. She gave up any thought of trying to judge their location by the blurry lights in the distance and focused on her feet—on not tripping in the slippery mud and loose stones. Silveo had stopped muttering. Lu resisted the urge to keep asking Basil whether he was breathing. One foot in front of the other.

“Lu.” Basil spoke from behind her.

Lu looked up. To her surprise, she saw that Farrell had stopped walking. Another step, and she would have tripped over him. The ocelot stood facing away from her, back arched, his wet fur standing out at odd angles.

Lu followed his gaze to a young girl, squatting in the path ahead. Grishnard? Maybe six or seven? She wore what might once have been a white dress, exceedingly dirty and tattered. She crouched there, preternaturally still amid the downpour, and Lu felt her own fur bristle. Is she dead? But even as the thought crossed her mind, Lu saw the girl blink—very slowly, like a lizard.

Farrell hissed.

The child stood up, now moving too fast, and disappeared into the long grass beside the trail.

Lu was wide awake now. “Basil?”

Off to their right, the child made a weird noise. A giggle? A whimper?

Basil’s voice came in a shaky rasp. “I think it’s behind us now.”

“Gods, what is it?” whispered Lu.

“A wyvern?” ventured Farrell.

“But why does it look like that?”

“No idea.”

“Is Silveo awake?” asked Lu.

“No,” said Basil. “How close are we to the temple, Farrell?”

“Close. I came near enough to see it before I went back to make sure you were on the right path. I think the...the creature might have followed me.”

Lu turned, peering around Basil. She thought she saw the girl, just visible in the gloom. “I don’t think we can go back,” she whispered.

*  *  *  *
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BELVEDERE LAY CURLED in a blanket among the other children, most of whom had fallen asleep. Everything felt unfamiliar. Everything felt wrong. Where is Theseus?

Again and again, his mind replayed the image of Silveo’s head hitting the table—the leaden thump—the way Silveo’s eyes had gone vacant and unfocused, the way his tail dangled when Basil picked him up.

Please don’t be dead, Belvedere thought. Please, please, please.

His mother and Marlie were afraid. Belvedere could tell, even from across the room. They’d told him to go with the other children in order to keep him away from the grishnard lords who’d poisoned Silveo. Even Elizabet was afraid, and she was a princess.

What are the lords going to do to us? What are they going to do to Gus and Captain Ackleby and Anaroo and all the others when they come back?

What if nobody comes back?

Belvedere didn’t want to cry. He especially didn’t want to cry in front of Mouse, who already thought he was a spoiled baby. Belvedere shot a quick glance at the other foxling to see whether he had fallen asleep. No such luck. Mouse was sitting in the corner, his red hair stark against the creamy color of the wall. He had a blanket drawn up to his chin, eyes half closed, but watchful.

“Where’s your fucking cat?”

Theseus... Belvedere couldn’t stop himself from imagining grishnards with spears catching Theseus outside the castle. He imagined archers, griffins, swords... Theseus was a big jaguar, but Belvedere had seen him almost dead once before.

Tears stung Belvedere’s eyes. He felt ashamed and buried his head amid the blankets. His whole body felt as though it would turn inside out with the pressure of his fear and grief. He bit down on the cloth to stifle the humiliating sobs. After a while, though, he was able to stop crying. Sometime after that, he was able to breathe easily. Then, in spite of his misery, he slept.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 39. Minor Deities
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They hadn’t walked much farther before Lu spotted the temple. A series of small, terraced pools framed the entrance, probably fed by a natural spring. Everything looked old and unkempt—the pools dark and muddy, the flagstones slick with moss. Weeds had begun to grow in patches of dirt that had washed onto the portico.

Lu, Basil, and Farrell climbed the last of the steps and stood shivering before the dark entrance. Not for the first time, Lu wished they had brought a lantern. She sniffed the air, but the downpour had erased any scent of recent visitors.

“Maybe Silveo was wrong,” ventured Basil.

“Is he awake?” asked Lu.

“No.”

Farrell had stepped beneath the portico to get out of the rain. Now he leapt back with a hiss. A child moved from the shadows around the door. He looked vaguely like an ocelon, although his face seemed too flat for any shelt, his dark eyes too big. Lu was not entirely surprised when he opened his mouth, revealing long fangs.

“We have more visitors,” said a soft voice behind them.

Lu glanced over her shoulder. The little girl was horribly close.

“That’s Mazlick. He doesn’t talk much.” Her head cocked—a too-quick movement that reminded Lu again of a reptile. “You’re raiders, aren’t you? Come to steal our home. You thought you could just keep coming, but you were wrong.”

Farrell had backed up until he was pressed against their feet. The boy crept nearer.

“We’re here for Jaleel,” said Lu, trying to keep her voice calm. “The prince. Did you take him?”

The girl’s eyes narrowed.

“We’re not raiders,” said Lu. “We only want to see the prince. Is he here?”

The girl made a guttural sound—almost a growl, and Mazlick stopped moving. He eyed them with those flat, dark eyes, and Lu felt certain that this creature had never been any kind of a shelt. The girl looked at them suspiciously. “We have grievances.”

It was the last thing Lu had expected her to say.

Her words seemed to startle Basil into speech. “And we would love to hear them!”

Lu wanted to reach back and elbow him in the ribs. Don’t get cheeky with this thing!

But Basil was still talking, “Is that why you brought the prince here? Is this your court date?”

The girl’s expression changed, and Lu saw that Basil had it right. Her mind raced ahead, reconstructing the situation. “We have a little wyvern on our ship,” she ventured. “We’re not...not enemies. Maybe we can help.”

The girl gave a snort that was almost a sneer. Then she jerked her chin towards the door. “Go inside.”

“Is the prince—?” began Basil, but the girl showed her teeth—long fangs like the boy’s—and he subsided.

Lu saw, as they stepped under the heavy, carved lintel, that the interior of the temple was not as dark as she’d feared. A single lamp burned in a wall bracket at the far end of the room to the left of the dais. Jaleel sat in the pool of light. Around him, in shadow, sat an indeterminate number of children. Lu was staring at them so intently that she almost tripped on the uneven floor. Looking down, she saw that tiles had been broken up in great swaths. The walls had been stripped, too. Lu could see scarred places where mosaics had been chiseled loose, and chunks of marble had been hacked from sconces.

Beside her, Basil muttered, “I can guess at least one of their grievances.”

A child near Jaleel was speaking, its voice a chattering hiss that seemed to go on and on. Lu saw a few animals scattered among the children—a griffin cub, an ocelot kitten, a leopard. All of them appeared to be quite young, but also wrong. Their eyes and mouths were too big. Teeth protruded past their lips. Limbs and necks stretched like taffy. Tails moved like snakes. Lu tried not to gasp as she noticed a naked child with fingers so long they dragged the ground. Like wing joints.

At last, Jaleel looked up and saw the newcomers. His mouth opened and closed soundlessly as he struggled to his feet. He looked haggard and rumpled with dried blood on his coat, but mostly unharmed.

Basil spoke, “Your Highness...I trust we are not disturbing anything?”

Jaleel kept his expression neutral. “These...um...minor deities have been telling me their troubles and their...um...histories. It is quite...extensive.”

The girl in the tattered white dress gave an exasperated hiss. “Our home is sacked! We go unfed! We are abandoned by the old god, by the people, by their leaders! We have kept your temple time-out-of-mind, O King! We have protected it! We have fought for you! We have been faithful! You will hear us! You will give us our due!”

Jaleel looked pale in the lamplight.

“Sacrifice!” chorused the children. They spoke in hisses and growls and moans that echoed through the temple. “We are owed!”

“Repair our home!” cried another.

“This is the ancient bargain between grishnards and wyverns,” growled a third.

“Older than stone,” whispered a creeping thing that Lu couldn’t even identify. “Older than gods.”

“I have heard you,” said Jaleel, his voice coming out rough with frustration. “I have heard you for half the night. I see how you feel ill-used, but you cannot keep killing people. The world has moved on from that. Do you understand? Everything is changing. You will have to change, too.”

“Sacrifice,” said the griffin cub stubbornly. Lu noticed that its wings were membranous, rather than feathered.

“These will do,” said the girl, eyeing Lu, Basil, and Farrell. “These will clear your debt for now. They have come willingly. This is how grishnards are offered—a high honor.”

Jaleel shook his head. “I forbid it. You wanted me to hear your grievances, and I have heard them. I will endeavor to do something for you, but you cannot kill people. If you keep doing that, shelts will come with weapons, and they will destroy you as monsters.”

“You need us. You need deities,” growled the griffin cub.

“No,” said Jaleel, his voice flat and firm. “We don’t.”

They were not satisfied. Lu could tell by Jaleel’s rigid stance and tone that he and the wyverns had been at an impasse for half the night. He was growing more blunt because he didn’t know what else to do.

The one named Mazlick spoke at last, his voice deep and guttural, utterly incongruous with his child’s body. “A promise was made to us before this one’s birth. We were promised prince’s blood. It is a debt the Holovars still owe. It should be paid tonight.”

“Prince’s blood,” hissed the griffin cub, and the others caught up the phrase, “Prince’s blood! Prince’s blood!”

Jaleel had gone ashen. His eyes flicked up, and Lu saw him mouth the word, “Run!” Run, while they’re busy with me. Run, so that someone can tell others what happened here.

Silveo’s words flashed through Lu’s head—mumbled and slurred. But not delirious! Not delirious after all. “There’s another wyvern!” she blurted. “One of the big ones! It’s up at the castle tearing things apart, trying to...to claim Holovarus.” “They’re territorial. That’s how you spin it. That’s the angle.”

Mazlick’s head snapped around, his great sea-monster eyes narrowing.

The girl in the tattered white dress frowned. “We would have known...”

Lu shook her head. “It just arrived. It came with a troop of Lord Arken’s soldiers. They’ve taken the castle, and they’re waiting to ambush the king when he returns. They have their own god that they brought with them.”

One of the creeping things gave a shriek—an eerie sound that wavered and died.

“She may be lying,” said the girl. “Azael, go and look.” The griffin cub darted towards the door, its bat-like wings already beating.

“Lord Arken has brought a god to replace you,” said Basil.

“This is your home, isn’t it?” said Lu. “Even if you’re unhappy, this is the place you—”

“Shut up,” snarled the girl. “Shut up, shut up.”

The griffin cub came winging back. “I saw it! I saw it in the clouds! A great god, not one from the Small Kingdoms!”

A wail went up from the room. “He will kill us all! We are doomed! Doomed!”

“We are not!” spat the girl. “We have defended this place since the temples rose! We will fight! Fight!”

There was a collective scramble as the creatures all rushed towards the door. As they did so, they changed. It was not the swift, fluid shift that Lu was accustomed to seeing from Dakar. This was a painful alteration, obviously difficult and often incomplete. The children morphed into various approximations of small wyverns. They left the temple in a shrieking mass of claws, tails, residual fur, and poorly formed wings.

The instant they were out of the room, Jaleel pelted for the door with Lu, Basil, and Farrell on his heels.

“What are they—?” began Basil, but Jaleel cut him off.

“There’s no time. Is it true? What you just said about Arken?”

“Yes,” said Lu as they reached the portico and Jaleel began the steep descent along the path that led into town. Quickly, she and Basil outlined the events at the castle that evening.

“They haven’t hurt Elizabet?” demanded Jaleel.

“No,” said Basil. “I’m sure they intend to use her as a hostage.”

“If they harm a hair on her head—”

“They poisoned Silveo,” said Lu.

“You said that. But he’s alright?”

“He’s alive,” said Basil. “He’s the one who figured out where you were...and how to deal with the wyverns. He just couldn’t hike all this way in the rain after getting poisoned. He collapsed.”

“They’ll pay,” snapped Jaleel. “By all the gods...” And then he laughed at what he’d just said. “They’ll pay.”

A pale shape swept suddenly out of the sky and dropped down in the wet grass beside the steep path. Lu was surprised to recognize Coran, one of the pegasus from the Defiance. Coran obviously didn’t recognize Jaleel, but he called out to Lu and Basil. “Merta sent me. She says she saw a big dragon over the castle. Captain and First Mate believe she was mistaken, but I thought I’d just have a look around.”

Lu laughed in relief. “Merta saw right.”

“Are you one of the pegasus from the ships?” asked Jaleel.

“The Defiance, yes,” said Coran.

“I need you to take a message,” said Jaleel. “Three of our lords have revolted and are holding the castle with the help of soldiers and a large wyvern. They plan to ambush the cutting-out party upon its return. If their coup is successful, they will probably kill the king and attempt to return Holovarus to a more traditional grishnard stronghold. They will certainly not be kind to non-grishnards or refugees.”

Coran looked at him skeptically. “And you are...?”

“Jaleel Holovar.”

The pegasus laughed. “A grishnard prince is asking a pegasus to help him retake his castle?”

“If you and your people don’t want to be slaves and food animals by morning, yes.”

Coran shook his wet feathers. At last, he said, “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you,” said Jaleel.

When Coran was gone, he muttered, “Do you think they’ll help?”

“Well, the Nightingales certainly will,” said Basil. “Unfortunately, the Fangs were all up at the castle. I think at least a few people from the Defiance will come...”

Farrell spoke out of the darkness ahead. “They’ll turn out to kill a wyvern, at least!”

“I think they’ll turn out to help you,” said Lu. “Holovarus has been kind to them lately.”

Jaleel caught a ragged breath. “Maybe not kind enough.”

Lu was thinking of the pegasus skin rugs in Jaleel’s apartments. However, as they continued down the hill, lights began to come on across the bay—first on the Defiance and the Nightingale, then spreading outwards to other ships. Lu caught sight of small boats putting off towards shore. Lights in the town began to appear—rippling outward from the harbor.

“Looks like you have an army,” panted Basil.

Jaleel gave a choked laugh and ran faster.
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Chapter 40. The Sandbar
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From the quarterdeck of the Cormorant, Anaroo saw the sudden burst of diffuse light over the harbor, but she didn’t know what had caused it. She still had the jager captain by the arm, and she could feel his intense attention.

“What was that?” asked Gus. He’d gone to stand at the railing, leaning out, trying to see below.

“She can siphon off a stream of light-gas and send it through the mouth of her keelhead,” said Silas. “As the gas exits, a mechanism ignites it.”

“Dark gods below,” muttered the jager captain. “The keelhead spits fire?”

“Gus,” called Silas, “have we started anything down there?”

“I think so,” he called back, “but you might want to try one more—”

Light blossomed across the harbor again—a brilliance like heat lightning that made the fog shine white.

“Well, there’s a ship on fire now!” exclaimed Gus. “And I think I see griffins headed this way.”

“Very good,” said Silas. “That will have to be enough of a diversion. Layjen!” he bellowed at the deck. “Tack seaward!”

Orders flew, and Anaroo’s ears popped as the ship began to rise. Gwain was muttering furiously in Silas’s ear. Silas paused in his flurry of adjustments. “He’s what?”

He turned, frowning, towards the jager captain. Then he looked at Anaroo. “Take him to a cell. Alone. Don’t put him with the others. Gus, go with her.”

*  *  *  *
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DAKAR DUMPED GERARD, Lazaran, and Mishael onto the deck of the Fang, and then leapt into the air to help the two beleaguered griffins from the cutting-out party deal with attacking griffins from the harbor. Gerard shouted at her to get back in the water, but she ignored him. As he staggered to his feet, he saw that Dakar must have carried Mishael to the Fang between her teeth. It had probably been the only way she could manage it, but Gerard was still horrified to see his father’s shredded, bloodstained clothes. Dakar had been anxious and frightened. She had not been gentle. Still, she didn’t appear to have pierced him with her venomous fangs. Mishael was coughing and wheezing, but he kept assuring Gerard that he was alright. “Just get the ship out of the harbor,” he managed. “Win your fight, Gerard.”

All around them, the crew was scrambling to work the sails, fend off griffins, and avoid hostile sea watch who kept trying to board from small boats. The astonishing display from the Cormorant had set two other ships on fire, and this helped more than anything—drawing off griffins and shelts as they hurried to deal with the flames before they spread among the closely packed vessels. Half of them stolen from murdered refugees, Gerard reminded himself.

A few of the crew stopped to pound Gerard on the back, congratulating him on his return. However, no one had time to help him. Gerard got an arm around Mishael, dragging him to his feet. He hefted Lazaran’s limp body over his shoulder with the other arm and together they made their awkward way below decks.

My ship, thought Gerard. Even in the midst of crisis, it felt good to be aboard her again. He took his father to the cozy cabin Gerard had once shared with Thessalyn. He darted next door to deposit Lazaran on the bed in a neighboring officer’s cabin, then raced back up to the deck.

They were making good time now, although chaos threatened to overwhelm the harbor. Ships were pulling up anchor in an attempt to distance themselves from the fires. Already, two had run afoul of each other, and Gerard could hear their crews swearing and shouting from across the water.

If we’re not careful, we’ll be victims of our own diversion. Gerard bounded up the steps to the quarterdeck, where the pilot had a white-knuckled grip on the wheel. “Where’s Dakar?” demanded Gerard.

“Back in the water, sir. You can see her buoy just ahead; I’m following it.”

According to the plan, Dakar was to drag a buoy, tied to a long rope, which she held in her teeth as she navigated the sandbar. The buoy was white, which made it more visible in the dark water. However, the gleam of dancing flames helped even more. Thank you, Silas. Gerard glanced into the stormy sky, but the Cormorant had disappeared.

They were coming to the sandbar, and Gerard climbed aloft to help reef up most of the sails. A ship had grounded just ahead of them. Gerard watched as Dakar’s buoy skirted the other vessel. They passed so close that Gerard could see the taut expressions on the faces of the quarterdeck crew. One of them went to the railing and shouted something at the Fang, but his words were lost amid the breakers. Off to their right, another ship had grounded at a more dangerous angle, partially broadside to the waves. If she can’t shift soon, she’ll roll.

Griffins darted overhead. Gerard tensed with each passing shadow, but none of the animals dove towards the Fang. They sped towards the harbor, presumably to help with the fire...or to aid Lady Malabar in retaking the castle...or to help the grounded ships.

We’re not important, thought Gerard, hope blooming in his chest. We’re just one more ship trying to get out of the harbor.

Dakar’s buoy stopped its torturous course and ran in a straight line as the shelf of the sandbar dropped away beneath them into deep water. The white-capped waves grew dark again, and the sound of breakers diminished, replaced by the peaceful drumming of rain.

On deck, a cheer went up, growing louder and more confident as the whole crew joined in. “The Mermaid has had the last laugh!” Gerard heard someone bellow, and others took up the chant. “Hurray for the Mermaid! She’s had the last laugh!”

Gerard’s face stretched into a grin, but he didn’t join the refrain. He stared back from his position in the crosstrees at the mouth of Malabar Harbor, at the struggling ships backlit by the otherworldly glow. One was hull-up now in the surf. Gerard thought he glimpsed small boats on the waves, packed with fleeing crew.

However, just before the harbor disappeared amid the fog and rain, Gerard’s sharp eyes caught three ships slipping out—big, heavy vessels, navigating the sandbar with confidence. Gerard was certain that they did not run aground.
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Chapter 41. Saving Ourselves
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Belvedere woke, feeling disoriented and anxious. He knew he was upset about something, but, for a moment, he couldn’t remember what. Nothing smelled right—not the blankets, not the room, not the sleeping bodies around him. Belvedere raised his head, wiping sticky hair out of his eyes. He could feel dried tears and snot on his face.

The drawing room in castle Holovarus. Silveo. Theseus. Mother!

He turned frantically towards the card table at the far end of the room and was relieved to see her still sitting there, looking anxious and exhausted, between Marlie and Theresa. The lords were still there as well. Guards still stood at the door. The other guests had fallen asleep on couches or slumped over tables.

Belvedere’s ears twitched. He thought he heard something in the distance, muted through layers of stone. Fighting? Cheering? Screaming?

Another thought hit him so forcefully that he sat up straight. What time is it? There were no windows in the room, but Belvedere had a sense that he’d slept for a while. His eyes raced to the water clock in the corner. He had to squint to see the numbers. It’s almost dawn.

Belvedere thought of the Fang fleeing for Holovarus Bay with leopons on her tail. They’ll expect to be safe once they pass the buoy markers, but nobody will be on the cliff to fire the guns. Belvedere imagined the guns, dark and silent, while leopons sank the Fang and then went on to sack the harbor. Lord Arken would make some sort of bargain with them. They’d split up the town and kill everyone Belvedere loved. He could feel himself spiraling towards panic again, towards more helpless weeping.

“Hey. Hey, you’re not crying again are you?”

Belvedere turned, shocked, to see Mouse standing up from the blankets behind him. He was speaking too loudly, so that the grown-ups across the room turned to look. “Figures,” continued Mouse. “You’re nothing without that stupid cat.”

Mouse was advancing on him so threateningly that Belvedere staggered to his feet, tripping backwards over blankets. “You know something else?” continued Mouse. “You have the dumbest name I’ve ever heard. Belvedere? Sounds like you’re trying to be a grishnard.” Belvedere wasn’t retreating fast enough. Mouse had closed the distance between them and gave Belvedere a shove towards the center of the room.

Belvedere almost lost his footing. His heart was hammering in his throat. What is wrong with him?

“More like Velvet,” sneered Mouse. “That suits you better. Did your mommy make you those lacy sleeves, Velvet? Gods, you look like a whore. Has Silveo been teaching you more than just guns? Since you’re so interested in what he used to do—”

Something inside Belvedere snapped. His grief ignited, and he punched Mouse in the face. “At least I’ve got a mom and dad!” he screamed. “You’re just jealous because yours are dead!”

Mouse had covered his face reflexively. When his hand came down, blood was streaming from his nose. He smiled through the red smear. “You hit like a baby.”

Belvedere flew at him, flailing with fists and knees. “Maybe your parents aren’t dead; maybe they just didn’t want you! I can see why they wouldn’t!”

Mouse had caught one of his arms and was endeavoring to catch the other. Belvedere reared back and kicked Mouse in the stomach. Suddenly, guards were leaning over them, pulling them apart. “That’s enough!” growled one. “Have some respect for—AHHH!”

Mouse had bitten him. To Belvedere’s shock, Mouse reached out, snatched his hand, and crossed the room at a dead run. Finally, Belvedere understood. The guards were now behind them. The door flew open with a boom, and they pelted down the hall. “Dawn!” gasped Mouse. “The guns! Gods, why did you kick me so hard?”

“Not like a baby?” snapped Belvedere.

“No, like an idiot who doesn’t understand a trick.”

“I don’t go around tricking people.”

“Whatever you say, Velvet.”

Belvedere snorted. He was actually trying not to laugh. He felt giddy and terrified.

Mouse had not taken the direct route to the main door, but had gone in the other direction—towards Jaleel and Elizabet’s apartments. They reached the door to the fancy west wing, and Mouse hit it with such force that it bounced open and slammed against the wall.

Belvedere winced at the noise and then started through, but Mouse grabbed his arm again and tugged him back. They ran a short distance in the direction they’d come, then veered into a side passage and crouched down. An instant later, footsteps pounded down the hall. The guards passed in a rush, heading for the door into the west wing, which must still be swinging. Belvedere was impressed.

The moment the guards were gone, Mouse proceeded down the passage, which led to a servant’s entrance. Belvedere was afraid it might be locked, and it was, but Mouse only muttered, “Give me a moment.”

“You pick locks?”

“I’m a street kid from Sern. No mommy or daddy, remember? Shut up and let me concentrate.”

Belvedere shut up. Now that they’d reached an outside wall, he could clearly hear fighting not far off. I hope that’s Prince Jaleel. I hope he kills those stupid lords and all their stupid soldiers.

Then Mouse had the door open, and the musty corridor filled with the scent of mist and rain-soaked earth. Belvedere sucked in deep breaths as they ran across a corner of the parade ground towards the path that wound up to the cliffs. He looked back once and caught a confused glimpse of moving torches and bodies in front of the castle. He hoped they were friends come to help. He supposed he would find out later. For now, all that mattered was the guns.

*  *  *  *
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ELIZABET GUESSED WHAT Mouse was doing before Belvedere did. When the guards ran into the hall after the children, she stood and followed them to the door. “My lady,” growled Arken in a warning voice, “you will sit back down. I assure you that I have more guards in the castle.”

“I’m sure you do,” said Elizabet. Instead of fleeing through the door as he expected, she shut it and threw the bolt. Then she turned to face them.

Coralscrown started up, but sank back into his chair with a groan.

“Feeling a bit ill, my lords?” asked Elizabet.

They froze. She knew they were feeling it. They’d all been to the privy several times in the last watch.

Stormsgrove started to say something, but Elizabet cut him off, her eyes on their leader. “You’re not the only one who can poison a drink, Lord Arken.”

Arken started to his feet with a growl, but she thought she detected a teeter—a hint of uncertainty and physical discomfort. Coralscrown looked ashen. “What—?” he began.

Beyond them, Elizabet caught Marlie’s eyes, now fully alert in spite of the long night’s vigil. Glossy was bolt upright as well, staring at the door where her son had disappeared. Theresa had actually walked over to the fireplace and picked up a poker. Good girl.

“I will tell you,” said Elizabet to the lords, “and I will tell you the antidote, but first you are going to tell me what you have done. Why is there a wyvern prowling my castle?”

“This is ridiculous,” rumbled Arken. He had his hand on his sword hilt, but he didn’t look like he intended to draw it. Without turning around, he said, “Lady Theresa, put down that poker before you hurt yourself.” To Elizabet, he continued, “I don’t believe you bring poison to dinner parties, Lady Elizabet. But I will humor you.”

*  *  *  *
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GERARD DID NOT SLEEP on the way back to Holovarus. He worked with the others in the rigging and on deck, trying to coax every bit of speed out of the Fang. The leopons had repaired her broken rudder, but they had not scraped her hull. She still had a dirty bottom, and she could not move any faster than she had the last time they’d made this journey.

About half a watch into the voyage, the weather cleared enough for Gerard to positively identify the leopons ships chasing them. However, this time, Gerard thought he glimpsed more than one gun in the bows. The leopons had had time to practice with their new weapons. This time, they would be more deadly.

The Fang was still a quarter watch out from Holovarus when the guns began to fire. They were out of range, but not by much. A stray ball came skipping across the water—spent shot that nevertheless bumped the hull of the Fang with an ominous thud.

The griffins wanted to know if they should go harry the enemy. “No,” Gerard told them. “If they decide to use scattershot, they can tear you to pieces. Just wait.”

Dawn was not far off. Against the clearing sky, Gerard was able to make out the loom of Holovarus. We’re almost home, and I think we’ve timed it right. “Fly up ahead,” he told the griffins. “See if you can find the buoys—the ones that mark the range of the clifftop guns. Once we cross that line, we’re safe.”

*  *  *  *
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“LET ME GET THIS STRAIGHT,” whispered Elizabet. “You told a god from the Great Islands that our temple is unoccupied and that you would welcome and worship him if he helped you put your preferred ruler on the throne?”

“That is correct,” said Arken. “The gods have always had a say in who rules our kingdom. Mishael has forgotten this at his peril.” Almost to himself, Arken muttered, “He of all people should have remembered that.”

Coralscrown blurted, “Now what did you do to us? Answer or...or we’ll start killing people!”

Arken rolled his eyes. “Shut up, Sharles.”

Elizabet tapped her foot, thinking. Almost absently, she said, “Oh, it’s just a laxative—something the healers gave me for my pregnancy.”

Stormsgrove gave an uneasy snort of laughter.

Behind Elizabet, someone knocked on the door. “Lord Arken, sir, we need to speak to you. There’s a...a problem.”

Arken came over to the door, but Elizabet still did not move. “My lady,” he said, reaching around her for the bolt, “please return to your—”

Elizabet stabbed him in the throat with a jagged piece of broken tile. Blood poured over the halved image of the red fox, a single jewel-green eye winking at Elizabet through the sheet of red. Arken stared down at her with an expression of utter disbelief. He started to say something, and bubbles welled up around the blood.

Elizabet could feel her own heart hammering so hard that she thought it would leave her chest. “That is for Silveo, you bastard,” she hissed, “and for everyone who will die because of the cruel and stupid thing you’ve done.” She jerked the tile free, and Arken reeled back, clutching his throat.

She’d stabbed him with his back to the other lords, and Elizabet did not think they would understand what was happening until he turned. She was hoping that the ladies would understand.

They did. Arken fell heavily, taking a chair down with him, and Elizabet saw that Theresa had already bludgeoned Stormsgrove over the head with her poker, while Marlie was in the act of strangling Coralscrown with her scarf. The lords were reacting too slowly. Elizabet supposed that some of this had to do with the long night’s vigil, but she was certain that her own contribution was having an effect as well. Too much laxative is as good as poison.

Marlie was having some trouble with the young Coralscrown. He’d tipped the chair over backwards in his struggles. They rolled across the floor, Theresa swinging and missing with the poker. Elizabet dragged Arken’s sword from beneath him and ran to help. Coralscrown had managed to get the poker away from Theresa. He caught Marlie a glancing blow with it, and she let go of him. He raised the poker again...and Glossy reached around his head and slit his throat with an herb knife.

Coralscrown brought the poker down anyway, but his strength failed, and Marlie caught it with her hands. Blood spilled down the front of his shirt.

Another knock sounded on the door, this time louder than before. “Open in the name of the king!” There was a tremendous crash, and the door jumped on its hinges. “Arken!” someone bellowed. “If you’re in there—”

Elizabet caught her breath. “Jaleel?”

The room went quiet, inside and out.

“Elizabet?”

“Jaleel!” She ran to unbolt the door. The passage outside was full of armed shelts. Jaleel stood in front of them, his clothes stained with dirt and gore, a sword in his hand, and a look of astonishment on his face.

Elizabet was suddenly conscious of Arken’s blood—a warm splatter across her nose and down the front of her bodice. She gave a shaky smile and managed, “It’s not my blood—” before Jaleel sprang forward and caught her in a vise-like hug.

She wrapped her arms around his chest and listened to the fierce beating of his heart. “I came to save you,” he whispered.

“I accept,” she said.

“It doesn’t look like you need it.”

“Well, there’s still a lot of soldiers and a dragon.”

“We’re taking care of the soldiers.”

Jaleel released her and stepped into the drawing room. Elizabet followed his gaze to Arken’s slumped body, Stormsgrove face down on the table, Marlie crawling out from under Coralscrown, and Theresa and Glossy both standing there spattered with blood in their evening finery. The ocelon children were crouched wide-eyed among their blankets. Most of the adult guests hadn’t woken until Jaleel started to break down the door, and they were staring around blearily.

“It’s like I’m back in the Great Islands,” said Elizabet, “a good old-fashioned Haplagian dinner party.” More quietly, she added, “I think they killed Silveo.”

Jaleel shook his head. “He’s alive. At least, he was half a watch ago.”

“Oh!” Elizabet could have cried. “Oh, I am so glad!”

Glossy was trying to reach the door, but Jaleel caught her arm. “You shouldn’t go out there yet. We’re still securing the castle. Also, there might be wyverns fighting with each other.”

Glossy was in tears. “But Belvedere ran out there!”

Elizabet glanced at the clock. “Yes, and I think I know why. Jaleel, the guns...the cutting-out party...”

Jaleel put a hand to his forehead. He looked at the clock. “Someone should be up there right now.”

“I think,” said Elizabet with a sympathetic glance at Glossy, “someone is.”
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Chapter 42. Old World and New
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Gerard told Dakar about Lazaran as soon as she splashed onto the deck. She went into his cabin and did not come out. Gerard stuck his head in once and found her sitting on the bed beside the still form of the foxling, holding one of his hands.

“How is he?”

Dakar looked up, her eyes refocusing. “He’s hurt, Gerard. He wants someone called Izzy.”

Gerard frowned. “Is that Lady Azure?”

“I don’t know.”

Gerard looked in on Mishael twice during the night. Both times, his father was asleep. It wasn’t until his third visit that Gerard realized something was wrong. Mishael had gotten up and taken off his coat. He’d tried to hang it over a chair, but it had fallen onto the floor. When Gerard picked it up, he found the back torn and stiff with...something.

Gerard fished in the desk and found materials to light the lamp. In the wavering glow, he saw that the back of the coat was soaked with blood. There was a smear on the floor where Gerard had picked it up.

“Father?” Mishael’s sleeping face looked as pale as the sheets.

Gerard could already guess what had happened. Ellia’s little gun. With Mishael’s clothes so torn and bloody from Dakar’s teeth, Gerard had not noticed the more serious wound—a deep puncture in his lower back, which Gerard found easily now. At least the bleeding had stopped. Mostly.

Mishael moaned in response to Gerard’s prodding fingers.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were shot?” demanded Gerard.

His father blinked up at him. “Are we home yet?”

“Almost. The griffins have sighted the buoys.”

“Are we pursued?”

“Yes. You can hear the guns if you listen. A ball went through the mainsail just before I came down to check on you.”

Mishael looked a hundred years old. “But we’re going to make it?”

Gerard nodded. “Silveo will blow them to pieces. And Holovarus will be safe, and the Fang will be safe, and everyone will...” He couldn’t finish the thought. He wiped his eyes.

Mishael reached up and gripped his hand, stronger than Gerard would have expected. “Thank you for coming back to help us, Gerard. I am terribly proud of you and Jaleel. I know I don’t say it well.”

“Father—”

“Go win your fight. I’ll hang on. I’m not going to die here.” He coughed—not a reassuring sound. “I’m going to die in my own bed.”

“Father!”

“That was a joke.”

Gerard laughed. He didn’t know what else to do. “You don’t make jokes.”

“We’re all trying new things these days.”

Gerard leaned over and kissed him on the forehead. “Hang on. We’re almost home.” Then he hurried back to the deck.

*  *  *  *
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BELVEDERE COULD TELL that Mouse was slowing down for him, and that was infuriating. He pushed himself for every bit of speed he possessed as they ran up the slippery, muddy track in the rain. By the time they reached the guns, Belvedere couldn’t breathe. He crouched over, gasping, immune to humiliation, as Mouse whipped the tarps off the guns and opened the big tent that had been erected to shelter the powder and shot. Mouse tied the wide flaps back and dragged Belvedere inside. Then he opened one of the chests of supplies. “Help me; I don’t know what all this stuff is!”

Belvedere mastered his panting and went to dig out powder, shot, wadding, and swabs.

“Can we shoot them without someone strong to aim them?” demanded Mouse.

Belvedere nodded. The guns had already been trained on the exact spot where the Fang was expected to enter the harbor and pursuing ships would follow. There shouldn’t be much aiming necessary. However, just in case, the guns had been placed on custom-made carriages a few days ago with crank-action levers to raise and lower the muzzles.

Belvedere thrust supplies into Mouse’s arms. He found the telescope they’d made—like Captain Ackleby’s—and put it carefully on top of the pile under Mouse’s chin. “Don’t drop that.” Then he hefted one of the big metal balls, staggering with the weight.

They trooped back out and dumped the supplies beside one of the guns. The horizon glowed a pale charcoal gray in the stormy dawn. The weather had cleared a little. Belvedere snatched up the telescope and trained it on some distant moving dots. Ships leapt into focus—ships under full sail. As he watched, he caught the flash of gunfire.

“What?” demanded Mouse. “What do you see?”

Belvedere passed him the telescope. He could tell by the way Mouse was handling it that he’d never used one before. “It makes things look nearer,” said Belvedere. “But sometimes it takes a moment to find what you’re looking for. See those shapes off in the distance? You can sort of tell they’re ships, right? Look at them through the telescope.”

Mouse stood up straight when he saw them. “Gods’ blood and scales!” he breathed. “How does it work?”

“It’s something about the curve of the glass,” said Belvedere. “Can you see them shooting?”

Mouse hesitated. “Yes. A ball just went through the Fang’s mainsail. Oh, our poor ship!”

Belvedere remembered that this was Mouse’s own ship—his home. “Well, she can still sail with a few holes,” he said, trying to sound confident. “We just need to make sure she’s safe once she passes those buoys. You see them? They’re white with orange stripes.”

“I see them,” said Mouse. “Gods, she’s coming on fast. We’d better get the guns loaded.”

At that moment, a rending sound made Belvedere jump. He turned to see the entire tent torn from the earth. For one insane instant, he thought that somehow a ball from the pursuing ships had reached the cliff. Then he saw the wyvern. It was as large as the tent had been, with deep purple scales the color of a bruise. It stood with its wings partially folded over its back. Green eyes glinted in its dark face, and the frills around its neck stood out like spines. The monster opened its toothy mouth. “Are these your new weapons?” it sneered.

Belvedere felt Mouse’s hand clamp down around his own so hard that it hurt. He thought, We can’t turn the guns around. And even if we could, we can’t load them in time. It will swallow us whole. It won’t even have to chew.

And then Theseus sailed out of the night. He landed on the dragon’s neck. Its huge head snapped around with a roar. Its wings opened and beat madly, sending up a shower of mud and earth. Belvedere heard Mouse scream near his ear. They scrambled to get out of the way. A clawed foot shot out, knocking over guns like toys.

The wyvern writhed, and Belvedere could no longer see whether Theseus was hanging on. If the wyvern can shake him loose, it’ll bite him in two. None of Belvedere’s heroes seemed to be winning tonight.

Crunch!

The wyvern stopped thrashing. Its body gave an uncoordinated shudder and lay still. “Theseus!” Belvedere ran forward. Just as he reached the edge of a wing, Theseus’s head rose out of the tangle of long neck. He had blood on his whiskers.

“Belvedere,” he rumbled. He leapt over the wyvern’s twisted body, and Belvedere threw his arms around the great, warm chest. He buried his face in the familiar smell. Everything was alright again.

Theseus nuzzled around his head and shoulders. “I have been hunting this beast all night.”

“I was worried about you,” choked Belvedere.

“I am able to take care of myself,” said Theseus, his accent thicker than usual in his excitement.

Belvedere turned and saw Mouse watching them with an uncertain expression. It felt like introductions were needed, even though they’d already met, so Belvedere said, “Mouse, this is Theseus, my brother. Theseus, this is Mouse...my friend.”

Theseus eyed Mouse balefully. “I thought this one hit you.”

“Well, now I’ve hit him,” said Belvedere, “so we’re even.”

“What about the Fang?” said Mouse in a hopeless voice.

Belvedere followed his gaze. “Oh, no.” The guns were a mess.
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Chapter 43. United
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One of the faun sailors had fallen from the rigging, hit by a lucky shot from Ellia’s ships. Gerard knelt beside him with a sense of helplessness as yellow feathers blew around the deck. He could already tell by the sightless, glassy eyes and unmoving ribcage that the faun was dead. One of his friends reached out to take a pulse. Gerard saw confirmation in the slump of his shoulders. “Take him below,” he said gently, “and then come back up; we need everyone.”

Gerard stood and went back to the quarterdeck. It was good for the crew to see him standing there—exposed to the shot just as they were. The buoys were just ahead, and dawn was breaking through the clouds in the east. The rain had all but stopped. Should be clear enough for aiming.

The leopons certainly thought so. The gleam of the guns in their bows looked horribly close, and they kept up a steady popping. The whole situation felt familiar. But... The shot that took out our rudder last time was plain luck. It seems unlikely that that will happen again. Those balls they’re firing are tearing up our rigging and hurting some of our people, but they’re not heavy enough to take out a mast. If we had to keep this up for a watch, we might be in trouble, but even without the cliff guns, it’s very unlikely that they’ll cripple us before we reach the harbor.

Gerard forced himself not to think about his father, not to wonder whether the Cormorant had made a clean escape, not to think about poor Aunt Porsha, not to speculate about Lazaran. Get safely home. Worry about all that later.

The buoys swept past their bow. Yes! Gerard felt as though a vise around his chest had loosened. Another shot from the leopon ships whistled through the rigging, but he ignored it. He thought he could see Ellia on the nearest ship.

You seem fond of guns. We’re about to show you some.

The leopons were passing the buoys. They were in range. Gerard tensed, waited. He could sense the whole crew holding its collective breath. Everyone knew what the buoys represented. Safety. Protection. Rescue.

Nothing.

Gerard glanced at the cliff. He wished he had a telescope. He thought he could see the dark muzzle of a gun, but no flash came, no rumble, no fall of shot. Something’s wrong.

The crew sensed it, too. He could feel their mounting anxiety. Gerard turned to the deck and bellowed, “Hold your course! We’re almost home!”

His own thought of a moment before flashed through his mind. Even without the cliff guns, we can make it. He felt less confident now.

The two griffins had dropped down on deck and were staring at him. Gerard drew a shaking breath. Should I send them to check on the cliff guns? What can they do if there’s a problem? “Go to the castle,” he told the griffins. “Tell Jaleel the situation and get reinforcements. Be prepared if the leopons attack the harbor.”

Gerard turned back to the enemy ships in time to see the lead vessel coming about. The vise clenched around Gerard’s chest again. The leopon ships had been firing only the guns in their bows, but now he saw that the ports normally reserved for griffin nest boxes had been transformed into gun ports. The entire broadside row now faced the fleeing Fang. She’d gained a little more lead while Ellia’s ship was turning, but not enough.

Gerard had time to shout, “Take cover! Get down!”

And then the side of the leopon ship vanished in a wall of smoke. Gerard dropped down on deck just as a metal wind screamed over them. This time, it was not solid balls.

The pilot hit the deck beside Gerard, decapitated by a length of chain. Lines parted with whipcord snaps, and sails disintegrated with great rending sounds. Gerard pushed himself up and moved to take the wheel. Somewhere, a griffin was shrieking. Blood filled Gerard’s boot, though he felt no pain. The poor pilot lay still at his feet.

My ship. The Fang looked like it had been ravaged by a terrible storm. The masts were standing, but half the spars had been knocked away, and not a single sail remained to draw wind. Everywhere, his people were bleeding and moaning. A few were trying to spread the tattered mainsail, but it was obvious they would not succeed in time.

Gerard glanced back towards the leopon ship. It had halved the distance between them, still coming on broadside. Gerard could clearly see Ellia now on the quarterdeck.

And he knew, with absolute certainly, that Ellia would not ask for surrender. Not this time. They’re going to send another round of scattershot across our deck...and we will not survive it.

Gerard did not want to die crouching, so he stood straight, both hands on the wheel. The leopon ship came on. He wants to fire practically into our faces.

Crack!

Gerard flinched, but no cloud of smoke erupted from Ellia’s ship. Instead, a geyser bloomed just to the right of its quarterdeck. There was a surprised scramble from the leopons. Gerard raised his eyes to the cliff just in time to see a stab of light and puff of smoke.

The guns were not firing all together as originally planned. Something was certainly wrong. Their aim, however, was excellent. This time, the shot went right across the enemy’s main deck, causing considerable panic. Now the clifftop gunners finally had the range, and the third shot landed squarely on the quarterdeck. The two following ships had no interest in being next. They were already tacking away. The foremost ship displayed a moment of indecision, during which the clifftop guns sent a ball smashing into her mizzen mast.

Now, the leopons were in full retreat. Gerard could not see what had happened to Ellia. He hoped a ball had taken him right over the side, although he doubted it.

On deck, a few of the Fangs cheered, although it was a weaker sound than before. Gerard shut his eyes and took a few deep breaths. Then he called up the bosun—still alive—and they began to assess the damage. It was clear that a considerable amount of effort would be required to bring the Fang the short distance into port. Nearly everyone on deck was wounded, about a third of them too badly to help. Six were dead, including the pilot and the faun who’d fallen earlier. One of the griffins was dead.

Gerard found the ship’s hold reasonably well supplied with stores. The leopons had not looted her, at least. He had enough canvas and rigging to replace most of the sails, but not enough people to do it quickly. Perhaps we should just row the ship in.

While he was debating this, help finally arrived in the form of half a dozen griffins with riders. “Is everything alright at the castle?” Gerard asked the leader. He could tell from the expression on the other grishnard’s face that everything was not alright. “What happened?”

The newcomer took a deep breath. “Prince Jaleel wishes me to inform you first that everything is under control, that he and Silveo are alive, no matter what you may have heard.”

Gerard stared at him. “I haven’t heard anything. What happened?”

“In brief, the lords Arken, Stormsgrove, and Coralscrown tried to take the castle with the help of a dragon from the Great Islands. They intended to ambush the cutting-out party upon its return. They have been defeated, but this has been a difficult night for everyone.”

Gerard sagged. He felt suddenly too tired to move.

“Small boats are coming to tow you in,” continued the messenger, “and we thought we might take your wounded straight to the castle infirmary.”

Gerard nodded. “Yes, please. Father’s hurt— The king, I mean. He needs to go straight to the healers.”

There was a flurry of activity as they brought the wounded on deck for transport. Mishael insisted that he would walk instead of being carried. Gerard ended up practically dragging him up the steps. “What’s wrong with your leg?” rasped Mishael.

“A long splinter from the railing during the scattershot. I’ll see to it later.”

“Those wounds can fester,” continued Mishael.

Gerard thought he was becoming delirious. “Thank you for your advice on wounds, Father. Please go get yours dressed and do whatever the healers tell you to—”

He broke off in surprise as Gwain’s blood bat flapped down onto the deck. “Tzu! Have you come from the Cormorant?”

“Yes.” She slouched over to him with her curious, waddling gate. “She is in the clouds.”

Gerard grinned. “I am relieved to hear it! Is Gwain well?”

“He is.” Tzu cocked her head and peered up at him, blinking. “He sent me with a message. He says not to be afraid. There won’t be any battle. He says to tell you that.”

Gerard sighed. “The battle is already over...such as it was. You’re looking at the aftermath.”

Tzu gave a little hissing chuckle. “Look.”

Gerard followed her gaze out over the ocean, away from Holovarus. “Gwain says you should be able to see them soon.” She continued. “I can’t. He says you can.”

Gerard squinted. The mist was beginning to burn off, and he thought he saw... Ships. Sailing out of the fog to the north. Three. Four. Dozens. “Father?” he murmured.

Mishael didn’t answer immediately. He moved to the railing, stumbling only once, and squinted at the foggy horizon. The ships were painted red. Everyone knew what that meant. Jager ships. More than Gerard could easily count. They’ve come. Just like everyone said they would. And we were idiots to think that a few cliff guns would save us.

But his father wasn’t looking to the north. Gerard followed his gaze south and was surprised to see more ships. These were not painted red. They were a panoply of white and blue and green, purple and teal and gold. They weren’t as big or heavy as the jager ships, but they were even more numerous. These were ships of the Small Kingdoms. Gerard recognized some of the pennants. Ashland, Azure Bay, Scorp, Isidor, Estrad, Deadeye Reef, Glasswater...

Gerard could feel tears stinging his eyes. “They came,” he whispered. In the back of his mind, he could almost hear Chastain Malabar rumbling, “We must have a united front!”

United in the defense of Holovarus? Gerard almost laughed. That is not what he meant. But this thought seemed uncharitable to the dead. Maybe he would have approved.

Mishael said nothing, just stared and stared.

Gerard looked past him at Tzu. “There is going to be a battle,” he said grimly.

She shook her head. “No. We have something the jagers will bargain for.”

Gerard looked at her skeptically. “The airship?”

“Better than the airship.”

“Are you sure?”

“We are very sure.”
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Chapter 44. Immortality
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Silas had Kyros Magner brought to him on the quarterdeck of the Cormorant. He wanted to speak to the jager captain in private, and there was no real privacy in the cells. Silas didn’t quite trust Magner alone, either. The quarterdeck seemed like a good compromise.

They’d given the jager captain some clothes from his cabin, and he was dressed now in a tailored green tunic, tied at the waist with a red sash over baggy trousers, tucked into high, supple leather boots. The clothes were a little alien, but Silas supposed that was to be expected. Magner’s hands were tied behind his back now, but he still gave an impression of overwhelming power and confidence.

They were sailing above the clouds, and the newly-risen sun made the blond wood of the Cormorant’s deck glow golden. Below them, amidships, Gus, Layjen, Padmay, and Anaroo were in the act of dislodging the Honeytail’s keel from the planks, leaving a long scar. They were laying out broken pieces of the little sailboat near the forecastle like a fallen hero, lying in state. Silas still had hopes of repairing her.

He allowed a moment’s deliberate contemplation before he spoke. “I trust you enjoyed your breakfast?”

“I did,” said Magner. “You are generous in your victory.”

“Are you truly the jager king?”

Magner shrugged. “King is such a grishnard concept.”

Silas said nothing.

After a moment, Magner allowed, “We elect our leaders.”

“And they elected you?”

“I have brought them victories they had never imagined.”

Silas pursed his lips. “What will they do if you don’t return?”

Magner came to the rail beside him. “They should elect a new leader, but they won’t. My generals will finish conquering Wefrivain. Then they will quarrel. Perhaps one will win. Or perhaps they will split the islands between them. We are very far from home, you see. There is no precedent for this situation.” He glanced at Silas and grinned—an expression that crinkled the corners of his eyes and made him look like a mischievous little boy.

Silas found himself wanting to like this person in the face of all reason. But what else was I expecting from a leader whose army has followed him across half the world?

“That will not happen, however,” continued Magner. “You’ll send me back to them.”

Silas glared at the deck. “What makes you so certain?”

“You’re not a killer.”

“You are. Why would I return you to your army to devastate more of Wefrivain?”

Magner shrugged. “We’ve already conquered the Great Islands. The fighting is almost over, and what follows will be peace—perhaps a better peace than these islands have ever known. If I disappear now, my generals will quarrel over Wefrivain like seagulls fighting over a scrap of meat. They’ll cause far more destruction than I have. If what you care about is your islands, Captain Ackleby, you’ll let me go.”

What I care about... Silas shut his eyes. When he could trust himself to speak, he said, “You took something of mine.”

Magner turned to give him a hard look. “A person?”

“A ship,” whispered Silas, “an airship called the Scarlet Albatross.”

Magner’s face lit up. “That’s where I’ve seen your name before! Culowen...my leopon friend. Yes, of course, the airship. I heard about that.”

It was Silas’s turn to stare at him. “You heard—?”

“No one survived from the Shrike,” continued Magner. “That’s the ship you sank. But survivors from the battle stranded on the nearby island saw what happened. The story they tell is hard to believe.”

Silas wanted to say, I didn’t sink her. Anaroo did that. If it had been up to me, I would have died with my ship. Again, he did not feel quite in control of his voice, so he waited.

Magner watched him. “You loved your ship very much.” He leaned closer and murmured, “You have impressed me, Captain Ackleby, and that is not an easy thing to do. Let me rebuild your airship.”

For a moment, Silas couldn’t breathe.

“Exactly as it was,” continued Magner. “I’ll even dredge up the keelhead if I can manage it. We’ll rebuild your Scarlet Albatross, and then I will make you admiral of my airship fleet—every resource the islands can provide, the best artisans available, crown secrets from the palace on Maijha, everything we’ve salvaged from the airship academy. You will have complete control over it. Only come and manage my airships.”

Silas felt dizzy. We were supposed to be bargaining for his life. Why does it feel like we’re bargaining for mine?

“I have a curiosity about airships,” continued Magner. “People who really understand them are rare. You?” He laughed. “You are something special.”

Silas heard himself say, “Is that why you were aboard the Cormorant? Because you are curious about airships?”

Magner shrugged. “I have a legend to maintain. I do things my generals do not expect. Like leave a proxy in my cabin and run ahead of my army in a type of vessel they find strange and intimidating. The soldiers will be telling stories about tonight’s adventure for years. It will grow in the telling. That is how legends work.”

Silas was watching Anaroo as she climbed into the crosstrees—graceful as a jungle cat on the narrow perch. Below her, Gus had paused work on the Honeytail to talk to Percy, who’d located a map of the ship in the captain’s cabin and was enthusiastically pointing out its many features. Silas felt a sense of calm that he’d once associated only with poppy. He could breathe again. “I spent most of the last twenty years in Culowen’s debt,” he said quietly, “in order to keep sailing my airship. It was a high price and I paid it willingly. But I am done with debts.”

“No debt,” said Magner, “and no secrets. Leons are welcome in my Wefrivain. You’ll owe me nothing.”

Silas smiled. “I appreciate what you’re offering, but my answer is no.”

A hint of frustration broke through Magner’s friendly exterior. “Is there something else? A person, perhaps? Someone whose life or love you crave?”

Silas raised his eyes to the sails and adopted a business-like tone. “You are very skillful, Lord Magner, but we are actually negotiating your release, not mine. Here is what I want: You will allow Holovarus and her allies to remain independent kingdoms. You and your people will not attack this airship—now or in the future. And you will relinquish any authority you feel you hold over the jaguar Theseus. Those are the terms under which I will return you to your army.”

Magner looked baffled. “I offer you every airship in the crescent, and instead you want a handful of tiny islands and one of my cats?”

“And the Cormorant,” said Silas.

“The Cormorant, of course,” muttered Magner. He thought for a long moment. “What do you want, Silas? Truly.”

Silas didn’t like this pattern of shifting the focus back to himself. “What do you want, Kyros?”

Magner laughed. “Immortality, of course. To live forever in song and legend. Very few people have the...” For the first time, he stumbled over the grishnard words. “The gift for this. The opportunity and the talent. Do you not want to be remembered, Silas?”

Silas considered. “I used to,” he said honestly. “Now...I think I just want to be loved.”

Magner snorted. “Peasants in their hovels are loved. They are not remembered.”

“I know,” said Silas. “Do we have a deal or not?”
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Chapter 45. Mishael
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Gerard found Silveo in the Amorous Squid. Jaleel’s impromptu army had used it as a field hospital in their assault on the castle, and the floor of the little tavern was covered with wounded. Silveo lay on a pallet in the back. Lu had curled up next to him. Both of them were wearing dry shirts several sizes too large—a gift from a grishnard’s wardrobe.

Silveo opened his eyes when Gerard touched his shoulder. Gerard started to say something, and then Silveo just crawled into his arms. Gerard sank down against the wall, pulled his knees up, and wrapped himself around the foxling. Silveo’s hair had dried, but his tail was still wet. Gerard didn’t care. He was so warm.

Not like Lazaran. The wyvern had grown increasingly cool to the touch, although he still had a weak pulse. Dakar had insisted on carrying him in herself, wearing the shape of the young woman Gerard had first met aboard the mantis. She’d followed Gerard into the tavern, but remained standing by the door with Lazaran in her arms wrapped in a blanket.

Silveo craned his head to look at them. “Who’s that..?”

“Lazaran,” said Gerard, “still wearing your shape. He got shot. So did Father, but Father is still conscious. He’s insisting he wants to die in his own bed. I think he’s joking, but I’m not sure.”

Silveo turned to give him an odd look.

“I want to tell you the whole story, and I really want to hear yours, but there are a few things I need to do first.”

Silveo nodded and slid off his lap. “Go do what you have to do, Gerard. I’m fine here.”

*  *  *  *
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LU WATCHED GERARD STRIDE out of the tavern, Silveo’s eyes following him all the way. Silveo looked better now than the last time he’d woken. He wasn’t frantic or babbling. He looked calm.

They sat for a moment in silence. At last, Silveo said, “Where’s Basil?”

“With the Nightingale. A lot of her people helped take the castle. I should go over there soon. I’m sure some are wounded.”

Silveo nodded and looked down at his lap. “Did he mean what he said?”

Lu sighed. “If you want to, you can talk him out of it.”

Silveo picked at the blanket. “But...?”

“But please don’t.”

Silveo swallowed. Lu spoke in a rush, “Silveo, when we met, I was fifteen. You broke my heart, but I...I figured out how to deal with you...how to not fall in love with you so that you didn’t keep hurting me over and over. But Basil... He was thirty years old when you met. He never learned how to protect himself from you.”

Silveo covered his face with both hands.

“I know you don’t mean to...”

“Oh, I mean to. I don’t think about it, but I— Gods, I’m sorry, Lu.”

She wanted to comfort him, but she also needed to say this. “Let Basil go, Silvy. Please. Let us go.”

Silveo nodded. He pulled his knees up to his chin under the blankets. After a moment, he muttered, “I shouldn’t even say good-bye, should I?”

“Of course you should say good-bye! And besides...it’s not forever.”

Silveo raised his head a fraction. Lu pushed a strand of pale hair out of his eyes. “Please don’t let it be forever.”

He laughed, sniffled.

“Just, give us a year or two. Let us be us without you around.”

Silveo wiped his nose on his sleeve. Well, Lu reflected, on someone else’s sleeve.

“If I thought Gerard could handle a relationship that wasn’t exclusive—” he began, but Lu was shaking her head.

“He couldn’t, and that wouldn’t help. Basil has been following you around for fifteen years, Silveo.” And you do take him for granted. “Give him permission to stop. Let him get completely over you.” Do it for me if you can’t do it for him.

Silveo nodded.

“Not forever,” she repeated.

Silveo smiled. “You said that.”

“Just making sure you understood.”

“You know I love you both.”

“I know, Silvy.”

*  *  *  *
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GERARD WALKED UP TO the castle with Dakar, who was still holding Lazaran. Streams of people passed them in either direction, often stopping to offer a bow or a greeting. Gerard responded mechanically. He felt as though a layer of dense wool separated him from the rest of the world.

Once inside the castle, he was taken immediately to his father’s chambers, where Jaleel and Elizabet were arguing with the royal healer and his assistants. Marlie stood beside the king’s bed. Curiously, she was examining his coat, rather than his person.

“The thing is,” Jaleel was saying, “she has spent the last two yellow months treating wounds caused by guns, and you have not. I know you are very adept at setting a broken bone, Master Carmon...”

“You will allow the king be treated by an ocelon?” demanded the healer. “Considering all that has happened recently? Your Highness, I most strongly object—”

Jaleel cut him off as he saw his brother. “Gerard!” He stepped forward and embraced him.

Behind Jaleel, Elizabet gave him a tired smile. “I’m so glad you’re back safe, Gerard.”

Everyone looked rumpled and stained and bleary-eyed. Dakar spoke, “I’m just going to wait outside, Gerard.”

Several altercations later, the room had been emptied of all but the royal family, plus Theresa and Marlie. The ocelon had set up a brazier, a knife, and what looked like a set of large tweezers. Mishael lay on his back, very pale, breathing in long, heavy sighs. Gerard couldn’t tell whether he was conscious.

“Here’s the good news,” Marlie told them. “The coat is intact.” She spread it on the bed to demonstrate.

After a moment, Theresa said, hesitantly, “It has a hole.”

Marlie nodded. “A hole, but no pieces are missing. Nothing was dragged into the wound. That seems to be a major factor in survival with these sorts of wounds. We see it with arrow wounds as well, but projectiles from guns are more difficult to retrieve. If cloth is dragged into the wound, it festers.”

“Ah!” Jaleel brightened. “He’ll be alright, then?”

“Maybe,” said Marlie. “I’d like to try to retrieve the projectile. He might still heal even if I can’t, but he’ll have a better chance if I do. Beyond that...he’s lost a lot of blood, and...” She searched for appropriate words. “He’s not young. He’s been under a great deal of physical and mental strain. He needs to rest...truly rest for quite a while.”

“How long?” asked Jaleel.

Marlie pursed her lips. “It’s my opinion that it will take him a year to fully recover, if....” Gerard could see the unfinished sentence in her eyes: “If he lives at all.”

They all jumped when Mishael spoke, his voice a deep rasp, “My grandfather was a good king...one of the best. But he outlived his usefulness. He lost his senses, failed in his duties, and the kingdom suffered grievously. I will not end my reign thus.” He cracked an eye and stared balefully at Marlie. “I appreciate your expertise, Madam. Now, please bring me a little food and wine and some poppy resin for the pain. I have one more task to do for my kingdom. I will not be long about it.”

Jaleel bent over the bed. “Father...”

Mishael turned his attention to his youngest son. “Jaleel. You will make an excellent king—brave, honest, and cunning when needed. I have absolutely no doubt of this.” His eyes flicked to Elizabet. “Your queen is a valuable ally—probably smarter than you are. Never forget it.”

Elizabet gave a shaky laugh. “My lord—”

Mishael continued, “Gerard, I cannot express my joy in having a chance to see you again this side of the Shores Beyond the World. Is Silveo well?”

Gerard nodded.

Before he could say anything, Mishael continued, “Please give him my kindest regards. I hope you will forgive me for my misdeeds. I hope your adventures eventually bring you back to Holovarus.”

His eyes flicked up to the head of the bed, and he reached for Theresa’s hand. She was crying openly, silently. “My dear,” he whispered. “Thank you. I wish... I wish so many things. I wish it could have lasted longer.”

“Father,” Gerard could tell that Jaleel was struggling to keep his voice steady. “Since you have spoken so highly of me...of all of us...please listen a moment.” He sat down on the edge of Mishael’s bed and took his hand from Theresa. “Elizabet and I have been discussing this all season. We didn’t mention it earlier, because we were afraid you’d take it the wrong way, but...with the fall of the gods and the Great Islands, with the coming of the refugees and jagers...everything is changing. You’ve said that yourself, Father.”

Mishael blinked at him. He looked puzzled. Gerard wasn’t sure where Jaleel was going with this, either.

“We were very happy when Theresa came,” continued Jaleel. His eyes flicked up to her with a smile. “I know foolish people thought we should feel threatened by her, but—”

“Every ruler needs friends outside their circle of power,” said Elizabet quietly. “Disinterested friendship and love is...is what makes life worth living to most people.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I would like my children to know their grandfather.”

Before Mishael could respond, Jaleel continued, “Please understand that I speak from a position of great affection for you when I say—when we say—that we would like you to consider stepping down as king.”

Gerard held his breath. He understood now what Jaleel and Elizabet were suggesting. He also knew that the father he’d known—the king who’d raised him—would see nothing but insult and dishonor in such a course of action. Kings did not “step down” to dandle their grandchildren on their knees and allow someone else to do their job, even if that job was killing them. Abdication was a mark of shame, a sign that something had gone terribly wrong. Death, especially from a battle wound, was a dignified exit. Retirement was not.

But... Everything is changing. Gerard could feel the old world and the new, staring at each other across the divide of his father’s sick bed. Walk on water or drown.

Mishael looked at Jaleel with an expression Gerard could not read. His hesitation seemed to give Jaleel confidence. “Allow me to take up the strain of managing the kingdom, Father—all the refugees and court decisions and new trade that will be setting up shop on our islands, all the negotiations with the jagers and the leopons and our fellow Small Kingdoms. Allow me to do this with you at my side to advise me.”

He caught a quick breath and continued. “And do the things you would never have time to do as king. Show your lady our beautiful islands. Teach your grandchildren swordplay. Meet your citizens outside of their petty disputes. You have earned this, Father. Let us give it to you.”

Elizabet spoke again. “You helped to build this new world, Mishael. Be here for it.”

He stared at them, looking pinched and old and fragile. To Gerard’s wonder, he actually looked like he might cry. “I don’t know whether I can,” he whispered.

“Try,” said Jaleel, warmth and hope creeping into his voice. “Will you at least try?”

“I think you have a good chance,” said Marlie, “if you do what they’re suggesting...and if you let me have a look at your back.”

Mishael wiped his eyes and nodded.
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Chapter 46. Gifts and Good-byes
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Marlie had a look at Lazaran after stepping out of Mishael’s bedchamber. However, a brief examination left her baffled. “He should be dead,” she muttered to Gerard. “He’s got a hole in his chest big enough to put my fist through. I don’t understand how his heart’s still beating. I admit I don’t know much about wyverns.” Dakar would not put Lazaran down, and, at last, they escorted her to a guest suite in the newer west wing. She sat on a couch in front of the fire, staring into the flames. Gerard had a griffin dispatched to see if they could locate Lady Azure aboard one of the ships and tell her that her counselor was in Castle Holovarus, grievously injured.

After that, Gerard only wanted his bed. However, he learned that a dragon had destroyed the roof and one wall of the peacock room. He thought about returning to the Fang, but he didn’t think he could bear to sleep in a bed that might possibly have been occupied by Ellia—not until it had been thoroughly cleansed. In the end, he stretched out on the bed in the room where Dakar sat and fell immediately asleep.

Gerard woke disoriented. He had a sense that it was night, perhaps rather late. Silveo was lying in the crook of his arm. For a moment, Gerard thought they were back on the Fang, but the room seemed too still for a ship. The only source of illumination was dim firelight. He sat up, and Silveo stirred.

The fire had burned down to embers. Dakar still sat on the couch, holding Lazaran’s body. At her feet sat three little girls and what appeared to be a deformed griffin cub. Gerard stared at the weird tableau. They were all utterly still, watching one another. They might have been that way for half the night.

Silveo twitched. He sat up, blinking, and then stiffened when he saw the children. “How did they get in here?”

No one spoke.

At last, Gerard cleared his throat. “Dakar?”

She turned to look at him. For one moment, her face seemed utterly alien and far too much like her mother’s. Then she smiled and was once again the girl Gerard had grown to love. “Gerard...Silveo...these are little gods.”

“Little gods?” repeated Gerard.

“Yes.” Dakar’s brow furrowed. “That’s what they call themselves. But this isn’t what they should look like.” She reached out a hand towards the children. For a moment, none of them took it. Then, hesitantly, a girl in a tattered white dress touched her fingers.

The girl’s body sprang up in a liquid ripple, and Gerard recognized her. Or, rather, he recognized her type. This was a temple Priestess—the silent girls in white robes who cleaned and serviced the temple and occasionally spoke for the god. They were not taken from the islands where they served. Nobody knew for sure where they came from.

One by one, Dakar took their hands, and they changed. The griffin cub turned into a small wyvern, no larger than an ocelot. The little girls all looked like adult women.

Silveo slid off the bed and moved hesitantly towards them. “What...?” he began.

“They’re part wyvern,” Dakar explained, “less than half—a quarter, an eighth—just enough that they can change shape, but not enough to be good at it. Mother used to look for shelts and animals like that, and whenever she found them, she sent the girls off to be priestesses and the boys to be little wyverns. Minor gods, servants. With the help of a stronger wyvern, they could hold their shape. They were trained for certain shapes. But when the old wyvern left, they started slipping. They slipped back to the last shape they’d had before they were taken by the temple. Most of them were taken as children, so...”

“So they look like children,” murmured Silveo.

“They were frightened and confused when people stopped feeding them and the temple began to fall into ruins,” continued Dakar. “They couldn’t even control their own bodies very well. They were like...like trees trimmed and grown in pots. But then the pots were dumped out, and they just started growing every which way. They’re not really children. They’re very old.”

The girls had sat back down, and the little wyvern laid its head in one of their laps. They looked relieved and somehow contrite. “We have defended this place,” whispered one, “time-out-of-mind.”

“They fought with the wyvern from the Great Islands yesterday,” said Dakar, “the one that destroyed the peacock tower, the one that Theseus killed when it attacked Belvedere and Mouse. The big wyvern killed quite a few of the little ones.”

There was a moment of silence while Gerard remembered dismembered bodies. Dakar looked at him pleadingly. “They were Hoepali’s subordinates. They didn’t know how to behave, but they were trying to defend Holovarus.”

“Lu said there were more than a dozen last night,” said Silveo. “Is this really all that’s left?”

Dakar nodded. “They say so.”

Gerard passed a hand over his eyes. He supposed he could put these creatures in front of guns and blow them to bits. But he wasn’t sure that was the right thing to do. He didn’t want to think about it right now.

Someone knocked on the half-open door, and Gerard turned to see a dark-haired, somewhat disheveled woman in a tight jacket, lacy shirt, and trousers. They were fine clothes, but much-abused. In fact, she looked like she’d possibly just come from a battle. It took Gerard a long beat to recognize Lady Ashland.

She grinned at his dumb-founded expression. “Gerard! These new fashions actually work well for a boarding action, assuming you don’t lace them too tightly.”

“My...my lady,” stammered Gerard. “I did not know that you— Boarding action?” His stomach gave a sickening flop. “Are we at war with the jagers, after all?”

“Oh, no.” She came on into the room. She was wearing a sword with the unconscious grace of someone who knew how to use it, and she carried a grimy-looking sack in one hand. Another person entered with her, and this one Gerard recognized without difficulty—Lady Azure. Lady Isabell Azure, he remembered now. Izzy. She was wearing shipboard clothes like Lady Ashland, and she also looked like she’d come from a fight.

Her eyes darted around the room. They came to rest on Dakar and the still form in her lap. She gave a little moan. “Oh, Laz.” She crossed the room in a flash.

“Is this Silveo?” asked Lady Ashland. She was looking at the real Silveo. Lazaran’s imitation hardly looked like him anymore—pale and bloody and swaddled in blankets. “I have been hearing about you at length from Elizabet,” continued Lady Ashland. “I do hope you’ll forgive me for flirting with your mate.”

Silveo snorted a laugh. “I don’t know why everyone doesn’t do that. I mean, look at him.”

Gerard felt suddenly warm under the collar. Before he could think what to say, Lady Ashland continued, “I brought you both a present,” and tossed the sack onto the floor. Gerard was beginning to suspect what it might be. He stood up, walked over, and looked inside.

Ellia’s glazed eyes stared up at him. Silveo glanced over Gerard’s shoulder. He raised his head to Lady Ashland with a hint of admiration. “You took a gun ship?”

Lady Ashland shrugged. “Guns can’t shoot straight up. Enough boarding griffins can overwhelm them, especially if the griffins know what to expect. These parasites have caused enough trouble in our islands. Also, Ellia Reza was rude to me at a party.”

“Well...” murmured Gerard, “let that be a lesson to us all.”

On the couch, Lady Azure had shifted Lazaran’s body into her lap. “Oh, Laz, Laz, Laz,” she was whispering. “What have they done to you?”

“Is she why you came?” asked Gerard quietly.

Lady Ashland nodded. “She’s been visiting around ever since the conference...talking to people...pointing out that maybe standing up to Chastain Malabar isn’t such a bad idea...especially since he seemed suddenly cozy with the leopons.”

“They took Philip,” said Gerard. “As far as I know, nobody has found him yet. They may have killed him.”

Lady Ashland nodded. “Isabell said we needed to make a stand somewhere, and it might as well be Holovarus. She’s surprisingly convincing for such a...” Lady Ashland searched for a delicate word. “A person who never leaves home. And it didn’t hurt that our gods seemed to agree with her.” She flashed Gerard a bright smile. “I, of course, needed no encouragement to come to your rescue.”

Gerard rolled his eyes, but Silveo piped, “You can borrow him if you want—”

“Silveo!”

A noise from the couch made everyone turn. Gerard felt immediately guilty for their levity. Lazaran had finally stirred. To Gerard’s surprise, Lady Azure seemed more distressed than reassured by his movement.

“Laz!” she hissed. “You need to go to sleep. Why haven’t you gone back to your true form? You can’t heal this way. Laz...”

He sat up slowly. Lazaran flickered and was once again the middle-aged counselor with graying temples and an old-fashioned waistcoat. He sat on the couch beside Lady Azure, swaying a little, and blinking. In a guttural voice, he slurred, “Saving my strength...for this.”

Isabell Azure had a young face at any time, but she looked twelve years old in that moment, in spite of the dirt and gore of battle. She flung her arms around him and sobbed against his chest. “Laz, you have to go to sleep. You have to.”

He put his arms around her and stroked her hair. “If I sleep now, I will sleep for a hundred years. This is good-bye...one way or the other.”

“I know,” sobbed Isabell. “I know that.” She straightened a little and composed herself. “You’re wasting precious energy.”

He smiled. A lazy, cat smile, as though they had all the time in the world. “Izzy... I feel as though I’ve lived so many lives. This was a good one. A good place to stop.”

She was shaking her head violently, but he continued. “Let me be a little bit selfish. You know I’m good at that. Next time, there might not be anyone to hold my hand while I die.”

Isabell shut her eyes. When she opened them, she didn’t look twelve years old anymore. She spoke to the room in a hollow voice, “Could we have a moment alone?”

“Yes, of course,” said Lady Ashland.

Dakar slipped silently off the end of the couch. Gerard couldn’t tell what she was thinking—whether she identified with the broken-hearted girl or with the ancient wyvern, whether she saw her future somewhere in theirs, whether it frightened her. But she came to stand at his side and took his hand. Then she reached out and took Silveo’s. Together, they all walked out of the room. The last Gerard saw of Lazaran Azure, he had stretched out on his back with his head in Isabell’s lap, one of her hands clasped over his heart.
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Chapter 47. Needles
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Anaroo stood in the sumptuous captain’s cabin aboard the Cormorant, staring into the sack that contained her clothes from the Anemone. It had been four days since they’d anchored the captured airship above Holovarus Bay, three days since they’d returned Kyros Magner to his fleet with treaties signed and witnessed, and two days since they’d begun moving into the airship in earnest.

Silas wanted to build one of Gwain’s light-gas capture chambers aboard the airship, so that they could refuel with commonly-available materials. Artisans from town were already sawing and hammering in the hold. Silas was also recruiting airship sailors from among the refugees. Gus had been interviewing them all day. Anaroo had helped with some of this, but she did not feel well, and at last she retreated to the captain’s cabin to take inventory of their new lodging in peace.

The Cormorant had a much more spacious stateroom than the Albatross had possessed. Indeed, it was larger than the captain’s dining room aboard the Anemone. The long, polished dining table, etched with songbirds, could accommodate two dozen people if needed, and there was a separate library beyond it.

The captain’s suite was located up a spiral staircase from the library and occupied the entire area above the stateroom and below the poop deck. It included a massive stern window with a round glass door that could be opened to admit a griffin. At the far end was a more intimate, sunken entertainment area with couches and a table for games or drinks. There was a study with a desk full of tiny drawers, a bedroom with the softest and largest bed Anaroo had ever encountered, and a closet so large that she could walk inside.

Anaroo was not sure what to make of all this space aboard a ship. It seemed wasteful. Silas had generously returned Magner’s personal possessions to him, including his clothes. Now, Anaroo stood in the nearly-empty closet with the cotton sack of her own clothes and felt foolish.

There was to be a celebration in Castle Holovarus this evening. The grishnards were calling it a coronation for Prince Jaleel, although the old king was not dead, only badly injured. The Holovars wanted to emphasize that this was a joyous event, not a funeral or an abdication. War had been averted, and that, too, seemed like a reason to celebrate.

Representatives from many of the other Small Kingdoms would be present, and there was even a rumor that Kyros Magner might attend. Festivities were being held throughout the town, as well, with free food and drink made available even to the refugees, and prizes awarded for various competitions. Business owners were hiring and recruiting, and everyone seemed hopeful.

Am I really going to wear ship’s linens to this event?

Yes, she answered herself, yes, of course you are. Since when do zeds pander to grishnard fashions in order to go to their parties? House slaves, of course, were dressed like dolls for parties. I am no one’s doll.

She didn’t have to go at all. No one would force her. But, her friends would miss her if she did not go. It seemed like petty behavior.

Anaroo began folding her clothes and placing them on shelves. She chose the least ragged pair of trousers and a well-made shirt and was about to change into them, when there came a hesitant knock on the open closet door.

Needles stuck his head in. “Anaroo, I thought I heard you in here. Um. I was just wondering, I mean, I...I thought...”

Anaroo waited patiently for him to spit it out. Needles had claimed the steward’s cabin off the stateroom below. It was a perfectly reasonable thing to do. He had been behaving like a steward ever since they boarded the Anemone, and Silas accepted his behavior with the unconscious grace of someone accustomed to having servants.

However, it made Anaroo acutely uncomfortable. She told herself that she was being ridiculous. It wasn’t as though Needles was a slave. In fact, captain’s steward was an elevated role aboard ship. It came with certain privileges, including a private cabin. Needles was good at the job—mending and washing their clothes, looking after the details of meals, cleaning and straightening without ever inconveniencing anyone or getting in anyone’s way.

But... Anaroo cleared her throat. “Actually, I’ve been meaning to speak to you as well, Needles.”

A look of sudden terror crossed his face. “Have I done anything wrong, sir?”

He was prone to calling her “sir” when he became nervous. Anaroo sighed. “No, of course not. You’re very helpful. It’s just... Here, come sit down.” She walked out of the closet and saw that he was holding a package—carefully wrapped in brown paper with a red ribbon.

She smiled. “Who is that for?”

Needles reddened. “It’s for you, sir.”

Anaroo nodded. Of course it is. “Come in here.” She walked through the bedroom, into the main room with the thick glass window at one end and the sunken entertainment area at the other. Anaroo walked down the steps to one of the couches and had a seat. Needles followed her reluctantly. “I’m not angry with you,” she said again. “I just wanted to ask you a question.”

Needles nodded. He sat down on a padded, pink chair next to her. Anaroo noticed that his deep purple hair and feathers looked glossier than before, healthier. His hair was brushed and trimmed, and he’d dressed himself in a well-tailored waistcoat with little flowers running around the collar and cuffs.

Anaroo came straight to the point. “Needles, I know you are grateful to Silas for freeing you, but I don’t want you to stay with him out of gratitude. That’s just another form of slavery. Do you understand?”

Needles’s eyes dropped into his lap, where the parcel rested. He nodded.

Anaroo continued, “Holovarus Bay is full of ships right now with lots of other fauns—shavier fauns like you. The rest of the freed slaves have been talking to them, meeting new friends, even joining their ships or their businesses, making lives for themselves apart from panauns. I’ve noticed that you haven’t done that. You’re being a very good steward to Silas and me, but I think you should examine your options. The fauns will be having parties tonight, too. I think you should go. If you end up meeting new friends and going with another ship, we will understand.”

Needles picked at the ribbon on his parcel. “Pardon my boldness, sir, but...you’re still here.”

Anaroo sighed. “I fell in love. And if you spend some time with those other ships, you might, too.” Let’s be honest, sex is what draws most of the fauns to other ships, at least in the beginning. When he said nothing, she ventured, “Most people want to be with someone of their own species.”

There was a long, uncomfortable silence, during which Needles did not raise his eyes. Finally, he said, “Cobalt doesn’t go to the other ships, either.”

Anaroo was surprised. She hadn’t paid much attention to Cobalt. He was such a secretive creature. Perhaps I have missed something. “Are you and Cobalt...?”

Needles raised his eyes. “Cobalt and I were castrated, sir.”

Anaroo froze.

Needles continued, “It happened when I was a child...as soon as my owners decided I was not breeding stock. I don’t...don’t miss what I never had...never remember having.”

Anaroo could have kicked herself. Of course, she’d seen them naked at the capstan, but shavier and pegasus had small testicles to begin with and plenty of downy feathers to hide the details of their lower bodies. Someone paying close attention probably would have noticed, but Anaroo certainly hadn’t.

Her primary experience with such things had been the castrated zeds who had turned up on Maijha Minor from time to time. They had difficulty fitting in with a tribe so focused on maintaining its population. They were not always well-treated—either by the gamekeepers, or by the other zeds. They were considered the most expendable members of the tribe. As a young girl, Anaroo had never questioned this. Now, she wondered, Why are we so cruel to each other?

Needles was still speaking. “Other fauns, though... especially those born free...they don’t like people like Cobalt and me. They think we’re freakish or...broken. I don’t feel broken, sir.”

“It’s alright,” Anaroo heard herself say. “You don’t have to explain—”

But now Needles couldn’t seem to stop talking. “We don’t fit in with free fauns, sir, with...normal fauns. But here...I feel like I have a place. I feel...almost like I have a family.” He swallowed. “Please...please let me stay.”

“Of course, Needles. I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to get rid of you. I just...I feel a little bit responsible for you all, and I want you to be happy.”

“I am happy, sir.” He gave her an anxious smile, and his eyes dropped to his parcel again. “I made this for you. I thought...maybe you could wear it tonight.”

Anaroo took the parcel from him, untied the ribbon, and opened the paper. Sleek, black silk spilled out onto her lap. It was a dress. Of course it was a dress—sleeveless, lined for the winter weather, snug at the top, full at the bottom, with a blood-red sash that ran from the left shoulder to the right hip. Something out of a storybook.

“There’s a jacket, too,” said Needles. “But I didn’t want to fold it up. Will you...will you at least try it on?”

*  *  *  *
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A QUARTER WATCH LATER, just as the sun was setting, Silas came tearing into the cabin, stripping off his coat and muttering to himself. He shouted, “Anaroo! Are you here? Gwain is sending up a pegasus to take us into the castle. I hope you’re planning on coming. It’s a sort of victory celebration. Everyone seems very...” He faltered. “Excited...about it.”

Anaroo stood up and came around the couch. She walked up the steps from the entertainment area and hesitated. Silas was staring at her. “Needles made it,” she said apologetically. “I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but if it looks ridiculous—”

Silas came to life. “No! No, no, no. It looks— You look—” He was actually flustered.

Anaroo found herself absurdly pleased. She walked over to him, the unfamiliar swish of the fine fabric whirling around her legs. She put her arms on his shoulders and rested her forehead against his. “Please don’t tell me I look like a grishnard.”

Silas slid his arms around her waist. “You look beautiful and a little intimidating.”

Anaroo decided that this was acceptable. To her further surprise, he proceeded to slow-dance her around the cabin. Anaroo had learned any number of zed dances as a girl, but she’d never danced this way—like a grishnard. Fortunately, there didn’t seem to be much to it, Silas simply directing her body where he wanted it to go. She laughed. “I didn’t know you could dance.”

“Percy taught me...long time ago.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“I may invite him to be our mechanical engineer. Is that alright with you?”

Anaroo snorted. “He’d be happier if you invited him to spend the night.”

Silas’s rhythm broke for a moment, and he spoke quickly, “He may not say yes, but...I think...well, he would be good at it, and he might—”

“No, I don’t mind, Silas.” Anaroo sighed. “I had a conversation with Needles this afternoon. Did you know that he and Cobalt are eunuchs?”

Silas turned his head to look her full in the face. “If I did, I’d forgotten. I suppose it would have been in their purchase papers...which are now at the bottom of the sea.”

“That’s why they haven’t been visiting the other faun ships,” continued Anaroo. “Free fauns don’t always treat fauns who have been altered by grishnards very well.”

Silas shook his head. “Talk about adding insult to injury.”

“I know. He says he’s happy here as our steward. He wants to stay.”

“I was assuming he’d stay! Gods, where else am I going to get a steward who can sew like this? You don’t think I treat him poorly, do you?” They were still dancing around the room, moving through shafts of sunset light from the big window. For the first time since they’d arrived, the cabin felt like home.

Anaroo rested her cheek against his. “No, but... It’s easy to slip back into old habits. I just don’t want him to feel like a slave.”

“I trust you’ll tell me if I behave that way.”

She grinned. “I trust I will not be able to help it.”

“Cobalt said an interesting thing to me this morning. He stammered so much that I could hardly tell at first what he was asking, but it finally transpired that he wanted to know if I would loan him a book on airships. He said he felt very ignorant after nearly blowing up the Albatross.”

“Well, you did call him stupid,” observed Anaroo.

“Did I? Well, he set a fire in the hold.”

“Can he even read?”

“He said Marlie is teaching him. He wants her to use a book on airships for their lessons. I found one in the library and loaned it to him.” More cautiously, Silas added, “That’s not the sort of thing you give to slaves.”

“No,” allowed Anaroo, “it is not.”

He spun her around, correcting her course a little. Anaroo was growing more confident with the unfamiliar steps. “I know,” continued Silas, “but if I do say something untoward by accident, you’ll tell me?”

She nodded. “Are you going to wear work clothes to this party?”

Silas stopped dancing abruptly. “Gods, no! I was going to change; thank you for reminding me. Although I will look positively tawdry beside you.”

“He made you a new waistcoat and neckcloth!” called Anaroo as Silas headed towards the bedroom. “It’s laid out—red silk, black lace. He says to wear it with the black trousers and coat.”

Silas emerged a few moments later, just as the pegasus was knocking on the glass outside the window. He did not look remotely tawdry.
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Chapter 48. Dance
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The pegasus carrying Anaroo and Silas swept over Holovarus Bay with all the lights burning in the city and merry cries and music floating up from the streets below. The parade ground of the castle was bustling. Some kind of race was going on, and smells of delicious food drifted on the breeze. “I hear there’s an archery contest,” said Silas. “Do you want to go make everyone else look foolish?”

Anaroo shook her head. In fact, she was beginning to feel uneasy and ill again. What is wrong with me?

At the castle doors, they were welcomed into warmth and light. They were relieved of their winter overcoats and led to the music room.

It was an attractive, high-ceilinged place, lit with oil lamps and bright chandeliers. It had polished wood floors and murals on the walls that included all kinds of shelts, even fauns who looked happy and free. Anaroo was impressed. An orchestra played at one end of the room. Food, drinks, and elegantly carved benches sat around the edges, along with tables for games. A few people were dancing in the middle.

Silas murmured in her ear, “I’d like to dance with you. And then I’m going to get very drunk...because I have an airship!”

Anaroo laughed. She let him lead her around the floor with the orchestra playing beautifully in the background and her skirts whirling and rustling. She could feel eyes on her back, see conversations stutter into silence as they passed. Anaroo felt a strange mixture of discomfort and awkward pride. Is this how grishnard ladies feel all the time?

They stopped at last beside a table, where Gwain and a couple of zeds from the Defiance were playing dice and marbles on an elaborately carved wooden board. “Anaroo!” said Kircha warmly. “We’re playing count-and-capture. Want to join us?”

Anaroo stared at the board. It was a game from Maijha Minor—a game from her childhood. She could not have named it a moment ago, but the rules came to her at once. “Where did you get a board?”

“Merta made it,” said Polo. “You know how she loves to carve.”

Anaroo did not know, but she sat down at the table and someone put a drink in her hand—sweet and sticky with fruit, the bite of alcohol just beneath the surface. Gwain was asking Silas about the new light-gas capture chamber, but when Silas wandered off, Gwain sat down and played a spirited round of count-and-capture—very much the sort of thing Anaroo remembered during quiet spring evenings in her village. She kept playing with Kircha and Polo after Gwain left to talk to jagers from Magner’s fleet.

The room grew louder, warmer, and more convivial. The orchestra struck up a livelier tune. Anaroo and her fellow players had to shout to be heard, and their jokes became more salacious. Kircha and Polo made rather cunning remarks about Silas’s species, and Anaroo responded with cunning remarks of her own.

She looked up at one point and was pleased to see Belvedere in conversation with Mouse and two of the ocelon children from Sern. All of the children had been dressed in their best clothes, although Mouse was wearing a cloth-of-silver coat that was too big for him. Theseus sat with them, and even if they were rather young to be at this sort of party, Anaroo was certain they would come to no harm with a jaguar as a chaperone.

She’d had three drinks by the time Merta sat down at their table. Anaroo was feeling companionable by then and praised the gaming board at length. Merta blushed and brought out some needle-work. It showed a scene from a grotto on Maijha Minor. Anaroo teared up a bit, although the drinks probably had something to do with that.

Gwain stopped by their table again and said, “Anaroo, could I have a dance?”

She was startled and glanced at Merta, who deliberately looked away. Anaroo wasn’t sure what to make of this, but she let Gwain guide her to her feet. She thought, for a moment, that she was too tipsy to be whirled around the floor, but he pulled her in close, and they moved slowly. Lots of other couples were dancing now, many of the ladies in extravagant dresses, so Anaroo did not feel so much on display.

There’d been a time when nothing in the world would have pleased her more than dancing with Gwain, but now she felt a little uncomfortable. “Is everything alright between you and Merta?”

He shrugged. “Not really.”

She tried to pull back to look at his face, but he tucked her head against his neck.

“It’s not awful,” he continued. “Not alright, either. Mostly my fault.”

“It’s nothing to do with me?” ventured Anaroo.

“Nothing at all.” He took a deep breath and changed the subject. “Do you think Silas would consider sailing to the Sunkissed Isles with us in the spring? If he’s not reliant on fueling stations for light-gas, I mean? The unrest in Wefrivain is likely to take a year or two to work itself out, might be a good time to be away.”

Anaroo had not thought about this. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“The Sunkissed Isles have some amazing flora and fauna! The stories one hears are hard to credit!” His voice had grown animated.

Anaroo smiled. This sounded like the Gwain she knew.

“Mermaids,” he continued, “hydras, predatory flightless birds... And many large insects. Silas would like that, wouldn’t he?”

Anaroo laughed. “Probably.”

“You could shoot specimens for us.”

“If you need an archer to collect insects, they are large indeed,” quipped Anaroo.

They moved for a moment in silence. Finally, Anaroo said, “Thank you for coming with us on the cutting-out. It meant a lot to me. And we wouldn’t have known who Kyros Magner was without you.”

“You’re welcome,” said Gwain. “It really was the very least I could do. I was so happy to find you alive. Do you think anyone else from the Watersprite survived?”

Anaroo hesitated. Two other zeds had been captured and taken to the temple along with her. “I don’t know. My earliest memories after the interrogation don’t include them.”

Gwain had navigated to the edge of the room. “I was wondering whether you’d be willing to have a conversation with Dakar about it. You don’t have to.”

Anaroo peered at him. And this is like Gwain, too. “Is that why you brought me over here?”

“You don’t have to,” he repeated.

Anaroo sighed. “Where is she?”

The wyvern was sitting on a bench along the wall, looking like the black foxling child Anaroo had met on the Nightingale. To Anaroo’s consternation, Silveo was sitting with her—two foxlings, one black and one white, looking small and innocent. These are the people who tortured me. But it was hard to connect that dripping dungeon with the airy music room, hard to connect the terror and despair she’d felt then to the comfortable security she felt now.

Anaroo did not know what to say as they approached, but Gwain spoke for her. “She says she’ll consider it.”

Silveo got up, glittering in a cloth-of-gold coat and lapis earrings. Anaroo remembered what Dakar had said to Gerard: “You’re one of the heroes. I know. Everybody knows. But I’m like Silveo. You can’t change that.”

Dakar stood up, too. She was wearing a dark green velvet dress and simple, seashell jewelry. In spite of her size, there was something ominously unchildlike about her.

Silveo thrust his hands into his pockets and looked down for a moment.

Anaroo decided not to fill the awkward silence.

Finally, Silveo raised those startlingly pale blue eyes and said, “I don’t know how to apologize to you, because I don’t know what to give you.”

“I don’t need anything,” said Anaroo coolly.

“Gwain says that sometimes your memories are out of order,” piped up Dakar behind him.

Anaroo glared at her. Not a shelt, she found herself thinking, not a person at all. A monster. Something that needs killing.

But then her own thought from earlier in the day: Why are we so cruel to each other?

Anaroo let out a long breath. “Can we just agree to leave one another alone?”

“We can,” said Silveo. “But I’m trying to set a good example for this kid.”

It took Anaroo a long beat to realize that he meant Dakar. Do you think of this thing as your child?

The little foxling came around Silveo and said, “I might be able to give you back your memories from the first year. Do you want me to?”

Anaroo stared at her. She wished, suddenly, that she had not accepted so many party drinks. She had not expected to be making important decisions this evening. “I— I don’t know.”

Dakar held out her hand. “Can I look?”

Anaroo felt suddenly, sickeningly afraid. Something dark and cold turned over inside her—a memory half-glimpsed of panic and isolation and losing her mind. Gwain put a hand on her shoulder. She shook it off. She wanted to scream at him: You don’t know what you’re asking!

Instead, she asserted all her willpower, reached out, and took the foxling’s small hand. For a moment, nothing happened. Then she sensed...something, like an itch behind her eyes, a sifting through her mind, intense vulnerability. A creature had her in its jaws, a creature that could unmake her, but it was being very gentle.

Anaroo thought she heard Dakar mutter to herself, though she couldn’t be sure. There was a brief moment of discomfort, and something clicked into place—like a dislocated bone returning to its socket. Then the child released her hand and stepped back.

Anaroo was breathing in long gasps. Gwain guided her to the bench, and she sank down.

“You were healing really well,” said Dakar. “You were almost done. I made it go a little faster.”

“Made...made what go faster?” asked Anaroo.

“Things won’t slip out of order anymore.”

Anaroo peered at her. “Really?”

“I could give you that first year back,” continued Dakar, “but...I don’t think it will make you happy. I can do it, though, if you like. I can give you back everything...in order.”

Anaroo shut her eyes, catching her breath, thinking. Am I truly myself if I don’t claim my own memories? That stolen year belongs to me, like every other year of my life.

Gwain stood silent beside her, volunteering no advice. Silveo sat down on the opposite end of the bench. He wasn’t saying anything, either. A voice inside Anaroo whispered: You could be happy.

She raised her head. “I don’t want it.”

Dakar peered at her. “Are you sure? If you wait much longer, I won’t be able to retrieve it.”

“I’m sure,” said Anaroo. She shut her eyes. “Only...could you see whether the other two zeds survived?”

Dakar shook her head. “I don’t think they did, Anaroo. You’re very strong. You don’t know how strong you are. I think you probably have some wyvern blood.”

That made her sit bolt upright. “What?”

Dakar took a step back. “Just a little. You’d be surprised how many shelts in Wefrivain have a little.” She reached out her hand again. “I could check for certain if you—”

“No.” Anaroo pressed herself back against the bench in an involuntary retreat. I don’t need to know that. I never need to know that. A nasty voice inside her whispered, What was that about monsters that need killing?

Dakar raised both hands in a gesture of surrender. “I won’t do it if you don’t want me to.” She licked her lips. “I’m sorry that I hurt you, Anaroo. I wish you wouldn’t hate me, but Silveo says it’s not fair to ask people not to hate you when you’ve hurt them.”

She sounded so sincere. Anaroo didn’t know what to think. She put a hand to her face. The sickness from earlier in the day had returned. “I don’t know whether I hate you, Dakar. I don’t think I actually know you.”

Dakar glanced at Silveo. “Can I go play with the other kids now? Mouse is going to teach Belvedere how to pick locks. He hasn’t even taught me how to pick locks.”

Silveo snorted. “I’m sure Belvedere’s mother will appreciate this broadening of his education. Yes, go on, but try to get along with Theseus. He killed a wyvern five times your size.”

Dakar rolled her eyes and looked almost like a petulant teenager. “That wyvern was stupid, Silveo.”

“Nevertheless.”

“I’ll get along with everybody. I’m going to be like Lazaran.”

Gwain looked after her as she trotted away. “What was that last bit about?”

“I’m not sure,” murmured Silveo. More cynically, he added, “I am sure that I need to change all the locks on the ship. Might as well give them a challenge.”

Gwain laughed. To Anaroo, he said, “I’m going to go dance with Merta now...if she’ll have me. Are you alright?”

Anaroo glanced sidelong at Silveo, but then she nodded.

Silveo’s anxiety had entirely disappeared, and he lounged on the bench, spreading his arms out behind him. He spoke conversationally, watching the dancefloor. “Ellia had some hand-held guns in the cabin on the Fang. I was wondering whether you’d like to come over and try shooting them.” He glanced at her. “I know you’re a fabulous archer, and I hope you don’t find the suggestion insulting.”

Anaroo stared at him. She didn’t find it insulting so much as baffling. He is actually trying to make friends with me. She almost said, “Silveo, there isn’t enough alcohol in the world...” But he was speaking again.

“I throw knives. They’re the only distance weapon I’m big enough to handle. I could never shoot a longbow. I certainly couldn’t take down an airship, but I did hit a wyvern in the eyeball once.”

Anaroo gave a startled laugh.

“I could shoot the little guns,” he continued. “I’d be happy to have you come over and play with them.” He hopped down off the bench without waiting for an answer. “Think about it.”

Anaroo watched him walk purposefully onto the dancefloor and tap Glossy on the shoulder. She was dancing awkwardly with Marlie, who took the opportunity to escape to the benches.

Silveo took Glossy in his arms, and they sashayed around the floor in such a spectacle of fluffy fur and glittering finery that half the room stopped to watch them. Glossy obviously knew how to dance and was delighted to have a partner her own size who wasn’t afraid to show off a little. Or a lot. Even Anaroo couldn’t take her eyes off them.

When they finally stopped, breathless in the middle of the floor, the whole room applauded. Anaroo didn’t clap, but she could feel herself smile. She watched the dancers for a while, thinking about the past and the future.

At last, she got up to look for Silas. She found him on one of the benches across the room, sound asleep with his head on Gus’s shoulder. Gus was chatting to Padmay and one of the other hunti. He caught sight of Anaroo and bellowed, “Roo! You look positively stunning in that dress! Elegant! Like a great lady!” He hesitated and added. “I mean, not that you didn’t look like a lady before—”

She grinned and slid in beside them. “Needles made it.” Gus began to wriggle out from under Silas, and Anaroo added, “Oh, don’t get up; he looks comfortable.”

“He’s a little drunk and very cuddly,” said Gus. “Here, why don’t you take him? I was going to go say something to Layjen over there.”

Anaroo nodded, and Gus more-or-less shoved Silas into her lap. He was more than “a little drunk.” He looked up at her blearily, gave a huge grin and said, in a conspiratorial slur, “Anaroo, I have an airship.”

He looked so pleased and earnest that she pulled him down against her neck to avoid laughing in his face. “I know, Silas; I was there.”

He nodded happily. “It’z very nice airship. Will be very comfor’ble. Will you stay? Please? It’s very nice airship...”

Anaroo gave him a shake. “I was staying anyway.”

He was murmuring on, childlike, “Please stay. It’s a very nicsh—”

Anaroo caught sight of a wheat-blond ponytail and a fashionable lavender waistcoat with gold brocade. “Percy!”

He turned, saw them, and strolled over. “Aw, you have a drunk Silas! That’s the best kind.”

Anaroo smiled. “Would you take him for a moment? I need some air.” And I need him to quit begging me to stay; it’s going to make me cry. She felt sick again. Gods, what is wrong with me?

Percy’s expression grew hesitant. “I don’t think he’d like that.”

“I think he will be just fine,” said Anaroo. She stood and Silas slid sideways, looking confused. “Just sit there with him for a moment,” said Anaroo. “Make sure he doesn’t hurt himself or do anything stupid. Like have another drink.” Over her shoulder, she added, “I have it on good authority that you can kiss him, so long as you don’t crawl into his lap!”

Percy gave a snort of laughter.

Anaroo heard Silas say, “Percy! Percy! I have an airship!”

“Yes, I know. Scoot back or you’ll push me off this bench.”

“You should come be my engineer!”

“I have one hand, Silas.”

“S’alright.”

“Maybe we should talk about this when you’re sober.”

“Nah.”

“Whatever you say, Silas.”

Anaroo pushed her way through happy throngs of noisy people. The room seemed suddenly stifling. She reached the doors and stepped quickly outside into the hall. Blessedly cool air hit her in the face. She’d left her jacket somewhere, and goosebumps rose on her shoulders, but, for the moment, she didn’t care. I think the privy was this way...

She didn’t quite make it. Halfway down the hall, Anaroo leaned against the wall and retched. Is this something Dakar did? But she’d been feeling unwell for days.

“Anaroo? Are you alright?”

She looked up. Marlie was crouching in front of her. Anaroo tried to smile. “I’m just old. Zeds were never meant to live so long.” This is probably the beginning of my final illness.

Marlie shook her head. “Do you want me to get something to settle your stomach?”

Anaroo felt miserable for dragging her away from the party, but she nodded.

“Stay here for a moment; I think Glossy has something in her bag.”

Anaroo opened her mouth to change her mind, but Marlie was already gone. When she returned with Glossy a moment later, Anaroo said, “I haven’t felt well for quite a while. I think there may be something truly wrong—”

Glossy gave a nervous laugh. She shared a glance with Marlie that made Anaroo suddenly suspicious. “What?” she demanded. “You know something. What?”

Glossy spoke in her gentlest voice. “Anaroo, you’re not old. You’re just...pregnant.”
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As with previous bonus stories, the tales in this first section occur before or during events in the related novels. In Part 2, you’ll encounter stories that occur between this novel and the next one. If you’re looking for the one about Percy and Silas (yes, that story), it’s in Part 2.

“Queen in the Daylight” occurs during The Guild of the Cowry Catchers, when Gerard was sold into slavery and presumed dead by his family. “Save Yourself” also occurs during Cowry Catchers. It’s the story of what Mouse did after Gerard saved him from Alsair, before Mouse and his band of children joined the Fang.
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Dedication: For Ryan, who loves the Aubrey/Maturin books as much as I do.

—
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Gus Creevy leaned back in his chair, mopping up the last of the sauce from his meal with a hunk of bread. He and Silas were dining alone this evening. They hadn’t said much to each other, but it was the easy silence of long acquaintance. Gus had suggested a washing day. Silas had asked about a couple of injured crew. They both commented on the weather.

Gus stared around the small officers’ dining cabin of the Scarlet Albatross, trying to fix it in his mind. They were coming to the end of what would likely be Gus and Silas’s last shipping season with her. The transition was all to the good—a step up by any estimation. 

Captain Silas Ackleby, at the tender age of thirty-five, had been offered a contract of employment by Merner Shipping—the largest purveyor of spices in the crescent, with a fleet of airships second only to the Maijhan crown. They wanted Silas to captain one of their newest and most beautiful airships, the Crane.

Silas had been receiving such offers for years, but they were usually easy to turn down—not enough money, ships that did not tempt him, cargos and routes that bored him. The Crane, however... She was the kind of ship he loved, for a salary that made Gus gape. He’d be crazy to walk away.

Silas had done well enough with the Albatross over the dozen years he’d sailed her. However, as a freelancer, he was always hunting for the next cargo, always haggling with merchants and passengers, never certain of his next payment. He’d weathered some lean years when the ship required expensive repairs or when he made elective upgrades. There’d been winters when he’d had to keep the Albatross in cheap moorings where he feared for her safety. On one memorable occasion, Silas had paid off the crew and then Gus had turned around and bought him dinner because he didn’t have a coin left in his pocket. 

Most airship captains came to their trade with vast fortunes to pad them through difficult times. Not Silas. When he found himself in dire circumstances, he gambled or engaged in dangerous smuggling. Or he went hungry.

Silas had talked, for years, about buying land on Ashbeak. One estate currently on the market included a valley with a private airship hangar. Apart from being a wonderful, safe place for the ship, a private hangar would save him expensive winter mooring fees that took a large chunk of his budget each year. However, he never seemed able to get far enough ahead for such a purchase.

As a captain in the employ of Merner Shipping, however, Silas could put all those struggles behind him. He would sail their vessel, the company would pay the innumerable costs of repairs and provisioning, and Silas would put his entire salary in his pocket. He could buy his valley and keep the Albatross as a pleasure yacht. He’d probably have a little time each year to play with her. A yellow month, perhaps, at the end of each season.

Gus would, of course, follow Silas to the Crane as his second in command. Merner’s agent had made it clear that Silas would have a free hand in choosing the majority of his officers and crew. Gus had not yet seen the final estimate of his own salary, but he was sure it would be more money than he’d ever expected to receive at one time. Truly, Merner’s offer was the culmination of all their hopes and dreams.

And yet...

Gus looked up at the unadorned, but lovingly sanded, crossbeams that he himself had helped to place. He remembered bartering for the stove in the little galley, nearly setting a fire the first time he and Silas tried to use it, installing every fixture in this cabin. Gus felt as though he’d built the Albatross himself, and, indeed, he’d done the heaviest lifting for her innumerable upgrades. He remembered the cheers when they’d stepped her third mast, the grueling winter when they’d added a deck, the complexity of the additional gas bladder housing. The Albatross will end her days as a pampered toy, not a working airship. Gus told himself this was a good fate for any vessel, that the hollowness in his chest was merely weak sentiment, that he would feel just as attached to the Crane once he’d been sailing her for a season.

Gus rubbed a thumb over the tabletop in front of him—smooth from the passage of his own hands and Silas’s, stained with a coffee ring where Silas habitually placed his mug, speckled with paint from innumerable projects. They had had so many conversations at this table over meals that ranged from lavish to barely edible. They’d pored over so many charts and maps, played so many games of cards, evaluated so many shipping contracts. I suppose the Crane will have a clean table, all sanded and varnished and probably lacquered. No coffee stains, no paint.

Stop being childish, Gus told himself. Silas deserves a real airship. The Albatross was never intended to be more than an inner island packet. She’s done amazingly well, but she’ll make a better toy than a trader. Still, as they prepared to cross the channel at the end of this shipping season, Gus couldn’t help but feel as though one of the happiest periods of his life was coming to an end.

He didn’t dare say as much to Silas, however. His skipper had earned this victory many times over. Indeed, Gus had heard more than one airship captain lament that Silas’s skill was wasted aboard the Albatross. In spite of this, Gus suspected his friend was feeling conflicted about the Crane, as well. He hadn’t said so, of course, and even after a decade of sailing with him, Gus could not read Silas when Silas chose not to be read. They’d eaten a celebratory meal when the offer arrived back on Lecklock. They’d discussed all the possibilities in detail...and Silas hadn’t said a word about it since.

Now, on the northern coast of Sern, they were bidding on a few final cargos to take into the Channel Islands on their way to drop off their capstan slaves in the Lawless Lands. Already, they were divesting themselves of unneeded crew. They would sail back light and empty to a winter mooring in the outer islands of Maijha.

In the past, Gus had always enjoyed this part—the winding down of the season, the cool fall winds over the channel, the expressions on the faces of the fauns when they realized that they were to go free in exchange for their summer aboard the Albatross. Normally, Silas would be presenting plans for winter carpentry projects about now, asking Gus’s opinion of the costs, labor, and equipment. But I suppose we’ll spend this winter preparing the Crane instead.

Silas had risen and begun to wash his dishes. “I had an unexpected visitor this morning,” he said over his shoulder.

Gus raised his head. “New cargo?”

Silas nodded.

“What is it?”

“Food, mostly—flour, oil, meat, vegetables. I believe there are quite a few cabbages.”

Gus frowned. “Someone wants to pay airship rates for cabbages?”

“Someone wants to pay twenty times airship rates,” said Silas.

Gus went still. “Dear gods.” That’s more than we’d make smuggling refined poppy. That’s more than... “Dare I ask where they want these cabbages taken?”

“Martingail.”

“Oh.” Gus sat back as the pieces fell into place. Martingail was a key Channel Island—a large, sheltered bay at the center of the crossing. It was also contested territory. Zorn claimed the island, although it had been firmly held by Serinese forces for many years. Recently, hunti mercenaries had made inroads into Sern’s holdings in the channel, and they’d been blockading Martingail. Gus couldn’t remember the details. “The town must be getting hungry.”

Silas nodded. He returned to the table with a glass of his favorite whisky and offered one to Gus. Gus preferred wine, but he took the whisky anyway. There was a gleam in Silas’s eyes that made Gus feel strangely hopeful, though for what he wasn’t sure.

Twenty times airship rates. “Your visitor was someone from the Serinese court,” he guessed.

Silas nodded again. “It seems his majesty’s youngest son is leading the defense on Martingail. Zorn has been trying to blockade it for a year, but over the summer, they’ve tightened their noose.

“No supply boat has gotten through in a red month, only the occasional griffin and even those have been shot down lately by zeds on pegasus. There’s not enough food to feed the Serinese navy that’s trapped in the bay, let alone the town. The island’s populace has favored Serinese rulership in the past, but now they’re starving. They may riot in favor of Zorn. If the town cannot be relieved before winter sets in, the island will surely fall, and the bay will be used as a base for attacks on more intimate Serinese holdings.

“The water around Martingail is all shallow reef and shifting shoals. Big Serinese warships can’t get in there. Smaller zed and hunti craft have the advantage. There’s one deep channel leading to the bay itself, cut long ago in the reef. The rest of the island is mountainous cliffs, very difficult to approach by sea.”

Gus grinned. “But not by air.”

Silas gave a half shrug and sipped his drink. “That’s debatable. The winds over the channel are unpredictable, especially at this time of year. There’s a reason we don’t often make land in those islands. It’s tricky. In order to avoid being set upon by zed archers on pegasus, we’d need to come in through the clouds on the least habitable side of the island and follow a valley down to the sea—tight sailing between cliffs in fog.”

Gus nodded. It was certainly tricky, but they’d done this kind of thing before. “Like smuggling sweet leaf into Keystone Bay.”

Silas smiled.

“Is that why they asked you? Because they knew about our...extracurricular activities?” If anyone was likely to know, it was highly placed officials on Sern. Illegal sweet leaf was a linchpin of the island’s corrupt economy.

“Possibly,” said Silas. “However, I gather at least three airship captains have already turned down the job. The crown may just be desperate.”

Gus grinned and shook his head. “Twenty times airship rates for cabbages!”

“They’ve eaten all their fresh stuff months ago,” explained Silas. “There’s scurvy and worse in the town.” He hesitated. “I take it you are in favor of accepting the contract?”

“I’d do it just for the story!” exclaimed Gus. He scratched his head. “If we can make that kind of money in one run with the Albatross, do you think...? I mean, would it make any difference as to...?”

Silas’s face became suddenly expressionless. His voice, so full of conspiratorial warmth a moment ago, now carried something approaching hostility. “Difference as to what?” 

Gus gave up. “Nothing, Skipper.”

Silas stood. “If we’re going to make the attempt, we need to proceed at once. Every day that passes makes the job more dangerous and increases the likelihood that the town will fall before we are able to bring them relief. I’ll send a message to the crown’s agent. The cargo will come aboard tonight, and we’ll sail at dawn.”

“Aye-aye, Skipper.” 

Gus mulled the conversation over as he went below to prepare the hold. You’d already decided to take that contract. You knew this morning you were going to take it. Were you really asking me whether I wanted to try my hand at blockade running? Or were you truly asking...something else?

*  *  *  *
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IN THE END, THEY CARRIED more than cabbages to Martingail. A hundred marines, intended to reinforce the troops in the town, were also loaded into the hold and tallied in the ship’s log as cargo. The agent from the Serinese crown would have liked to pack in another hundred, but Silas shook his head. “You are asking me to make delicate maneuvers in a tight space. I cannot do that with an overburdened ship. Surely you would rather get a hundred marines and food into the town than have us all crash into a cliff and die?”

In spite of Silas’s insistence, the Albatross was fairly overburdened when she set out across the channel. Food staples were not light, and neither were the marines and their equipment. Gus knew, though he doubted anyone else did, that Silas had opened the ballonets, allowing the light gas to expand nearly to capacity just to keep the ship afloat. This is insane.

Nevertheless, there was an air of cheerful mischief among the crew as they hoisted their anchor in the chilly pre-dawn twilight and set sail on a fine westerly breeze. Silas ordered topgallants and all their headsails, but refrained from throwing out stunsails. They were in a hurry, but they weren’t carrying much in the way of extra supplies. They could not afford to part a sail or a backstay. 

The wind was very much in their favor, and they tore along at a tremendous pace, occasionally bursting through clouds that streamed around their bows like whitewater. Gus focused on making certain that each sail was boused perfectly—tight enough to keep the ship stiff, but with a good belly to draw wind. The crew knew exactly what he wanted and responded briskly to his commands. They were a hand-picked group—the cream of the sailors who’d worked the Albatross all season. They knew the ship and their business. They’d also been promised a large bonus for completing this mission, and they were in a state of cheerful greed.

Silas had even allowed a rumor to circulate among the fauns that they were to go free at the end of this run. He hadn’t said it directly. He couldn’t risk being mistaken for a resistance sympathizer. In any case, the fauns would never have believed him. A few careless words muttered within earshot of the capstan gave a much more convincing impression to the four slaves who ran in circles winding the springs. Gus had no doubt they would share what they’d heard with the two remaining fauns currently resting in the cells.

Everyone will be brisk about their business tonight, thought Gus.

They would reach Martingail tonight if this wind held. A waterborne ship might take half a yellow month to cross the channel in good weather, twice that in bad. The Scarlet Albatross, on the other hand, could do it in less than two days in perfect conditions. Conditions like these.

Almost too perfect, thought Gus. The wind that was carrying them at exhilarating speed towards the Martingail would be a challenge when sailing low between cliffs. Here’s hoping we can find a sheltered valley.

Silas stood at the wheel, making fine adjustments to the pectoral sails, the ballonets, and the Albatross’s two rudders. He was bringing them in quite high. Specks of land flashed below—green pebbles in the dark blue sea. In a moment of leisure, Gus moved to the bow and stared up at the streamers of cloud racing from their glorious panoply of spritsails. Remember this, he thought. I doubt the Crane will ever need to tear across the channel like she’s got a dragon on her tail.

“Master Creevy!” Silas’s quarterdeck voice brought him out of his reverie and he strode back across the deck.

“Skipper?”

“Reduce sail,” said Silas. “At this rate, we’ll make the island before full dark. Let the hands eat in shifts and take a little rest. I want everyone fed and alert for this evening.”

Gus gave the orders as Silas passed the wheel to a trusted pilot and went into his cabin. Gus took several turns around the deck before going below to make sure the marines were comfortable—or as comfortable as could be expected—among the crates of supplies in the hold. Then, on a hunch, he opened the porthole cover to the keelhead and made his way down the long, dark stairs to the exit under the enormous, gilded wing of the ship’s namesake. Gus climbed hand-over-hand along the bird’s back and neck until he could drop down into the basket.

As he’d expected, Silas was there. He’d slipped away through the passage in his cabin and was contemplating the view—lower here, floating over the ocean. Gus was relieved to see that he was not smoking poppy. Everyone alert, you said. Silas was staring westward through his telescope. He didn’t like using it in front of the hands. Grishnards were supposed to have better eyesight.

Gus focused in the direction Silas was staring. The air was full of clouds at all levels, and it took him a moment to get a clear view of the distant rim of sea. At last, he spotted the spike of an island like a tiny tooth. “Is that it?”

Silas lowered his telescope and passed it wordlessly to Gus. He was always amazed, when he actually used the scope, that more grishnards didn’t do so. The tooth leapt into focus—a jagged volcanic crest of land rising out of thrashing seas, white with surf. No sign of a ship or a harbor.

“Well, we’re approaching from the inhospitable side, alright,” muttered Gus.

“The crown’s agent gave me the most reliable map they have of the interior,” said Silas, “although Martingail isn’t inhabited beyond the coast. A valley cuts through north to south and winds around to reach the harbor. We’ll be in the lee of the wind until the very end. Should be do-able.”

“Do-able,” agreed Gus. “Possibly a little hair-raising.” He grinned as he passed the telescope back to Silas. “If this is our last season with her...well, it’s one hell of a way to go out.”

He was relieved to see Silas’s mouth twitch up in a smile instead of a scowl. He raised his eyes to the sleek contours of the gilded bird hanging over them, to the curving belly of the airship rising beyond. The pectoral sails stood out brilliant white against the crimson-painted hull. Silas licked his lips and Gus thought that he might open his mind a little. If I knew what you thought about the Crane, I might be able to make peace with it. Are we selling out, Silas? Or just seizing a wonderful opportunity?

But then Silas shook himself and stuffed his telescope into a pant leg pocket. “One of us needs to get back up there and make sure she’s trimmed properly. I don’t want the hunti or zed ships to spot us coming in.”

*  *  *  *
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FULL DARK, AND THEY rode low over the ocean—dangerously low—creeping up on Martingail under a single half-reefed forecourse. Gus had been right about the difficulty of managing the giddy wind. It was like riding a poorly trained griffin that bucked and bounced and threatened to bolt at any moment. Silas was using all his skill with the pectoral sails and both rudders to keep the ship steady. To make matters worse, the barometer was dropping. But at least this shouldn’t take long, thought Gus. We’ll be high above the clouds again by the time the storm hits.

As they approached the mouth of the valley, Gus gave the orders to throw out pontoons. If they bumped against cliffs, it must be a gentle bounce, not a dangerous scraping. On the quarterdeck, Silas was madly spinning hand-cranks, reefing up the pectoral sails, pulling everything in as tightly as possible.

Fortunately, he’d been right about the valley. The moment they cleared its mouth, the wind fell off. Indeed, it fell off to such a degree that they were practically becalmed, and Silas was forced to raise a topsail and unreef a bit of pectoral just to move them forward. Gus wondered if they should have brought a troop of pegasus or griffins, who could have tugged the airship. But they really didn’t have room, and their single griffin ship’s scout would have made little progress trying to haul the Albatross.

After a certain amount of adjustment, they inched forward, straining their eyes in the dark. Banks of cloud swirled around the icy peaks. Well, at least the blockading ships’ scouts will never see us. Silas sent his own griffin out over and over to give reports. Gus was reminded of a waterborne ship inching through a shallow bay with a sounding line, calling the depth measurements.

The clouds boxed them in, and Silas finally ordered a couple of lanterns lit just so sailors could move about the deck safely. The lanterns created tiny halos of light—strange fireflies in the fog. 

Time seemed suspended. Gus ordered strong tea brought out to the crew, and mugs of coffee for Silas and himself. The cool, moist air was redolent with scents of earth and salt and tea and coffee.

The wind began to veer. It was pushing them in the right direction, but too fast. Silas took a reef out of the topsail. Twice they bumped against the cliff, but without serious damage.

Near midnight, their griffin returned to the deck to report that the opening to the town lay just beyond the next turn of the valley. Silas ordered the marines roused and prepared to leave the ship at a moment’s notice. He brought the marine’s chief officer up on deck and explained the situation to him. “I will get you as close as I can,” said Silas, “but I may have to drop you some distance from the town on the bank of the river. The wind will make it difficult for me to hold steady once we round this turn.”

“I understand,” said the marine officer. “We anticipated something like this. Get us as close as you can, Captain, and we’ll carry ourselves and the supplies of food the rest of the way. You’ve done very well. The prince will receive a good accounting.”

Silas smiled thinly. Gus didn’t think he cared much about the prince’s opinion as long as he got paid. He did care about landing these marines somewhere safe. “I am going to round the last bend and see what I think,” said Silas. “If we cannot proceed safely at this low altitude, I’ll throw out grapples to the cliff, hold us steady, and set you down in the cargo cage. Then the Albatross will have to be up and away. Have your people prepared to move.”

“Yes, sir,” said the marine officer, then disappeared below decks.

Dawn was still half a watch off, and everyone stood at their stations, eyes straining in the fog. As they rounded the last turn of the valley, Gus was horrified to see a low curtain of rocky cliff, barely outlined against the clearer night sky beyond the valley, squarely in their path. The griffin must have missed it, what with the fog and darkness. Indeed, only a capricious break in the clouds revealed the danger now. In the same instant, the wind caught the Albatross and gave her a firm push towards her destination—towards destruction.

Everyone reacted at once. Gus did not wait for Silas’s command, but bellowed orders to reef up the sails—slow the ship down as much as possible. Silas left him to it, entirely focused on the controls beneath his hands. Gus knew he would be opening every ballonet port as wide as possible, allowing the light gas to expand and the ship to rise above that deadly curtain of rock. Silas would also be using the ship’s rudders and possibly the pectoral sails to slow them down.

The ship gave a lurch as Silas turned them from the right-hand cliff, maneuvering the ship away from the highest portion of the rock curtain. The Albatross began to rise with what felt like agonizing slowness. Overburdened, thought Gus with despair.

Even with the sails reefed, they were coming down the valley horribly fast, pushed by the wind that would soon give birth to a storm. The ship rose slowly, slowly...

The rock curtain drifted past. For one moment, Gus thought they’d cleared it. Then a shudder ran through the Scarlet Albatross—a jolt so violent that it threw Gus off his feet and set the masts swaying.

Gus staggered up, one ear ringing where he’d hit the deck. Sailors were shouting. A body lay crumpled a few paces in front of him—poor Jonstal, who’d apparently fallen from the crosstrees. The ship was still moving—slewing helplessly as the wind drove her around the pivot of their grounded keel. Gus’s breath caught in his throat. We’re going to land on our beam-ends, broadside to the wind. We’ll broach too! That would spell death for anyone who could not fly.

Crunch!

Another jolt nearly sent Gus to his knees. However, to his relief, the ship stopped moving and hung there—not quite broadside to the wind, her stern angled towards the higher portion of the curtain of rock beneath them. Gus scrambled to do his duty. 

Moments later, he was on the quarterdeck. “Status!” barked Silas, his face ghastly pale in the gloom.

“Three dead, skipper. Jonstal fell from the mainmast and apparently Crim went over the side when we hit. One marine in the hold was crushed by a crate that slid loose. No one else seriously hurt. Shall I launch the lifeboats, Skipper? Or the cargo cage?” The lifeboats were not ideal at this altitude. They needed a little room for the parachutes to deploy. Gus thought the cargo cage had a better chance of bringing everyone down into the valley safely, although it would need to make several journeys.

Silas screwed his eyes shut. “Marines and supplies of food in the cargo cage. Make sure they go first. How panicked are the crew?”

“Pretty panicked,” said Gus with a sinking feeling. “Do you think we can work free of the cliff?”

“I don’t know,” snapped Silas, “but I intend to find out.”

This was a dangerous assertion. The ship could roll at any moment if the wind got worse or if some portion of her infrastructure or the cliff gave way. Most captains would have left her until the storm had subsided, then returned to see what could be salvaged. Most captains who had a ship like the Crane waiting for them would not risk their lives trying to save a grounded inner island packet, upgraded though she might be.

Then again, thought Gus, most captains would already be dead. “You threw out the pectorals, didn’t you, Skipper? To ground us on the cliff and keep us from slewing further.”

Silas nodded, still fiddling with the controls.

“Nicely done, Skipper.” It was the kind of clever, split-second thinking Gus had come to expect from Silas. But... We’re thoroughly grounded now and probably crippled with half our pectorals sheared off.

When Silas didn’t say anything else, Gus continued, “I’ll go see to the cargo cage and the marines.”

That took a quarter watch. The spot where the cargo cage descended turned out to be in the river. They had to throw grapples to the bank and secure a line for the cargo cage to descend upon as it made repeat journeys with food and supplies. Gus worked as fast as he could in the darkness and mud, ferrying people to the ground. He thought at one point that he might have a riot on his hands when a deputation of sailors approached the cargo cage and demanded to speak to him. 

They believed the ship was lost and would certainly roll as the storm came on. “We can all see a storm’s coming, sir, even without a barometer, begging your pardon, sir.” They understood that they had a duty to the passengers, who must be taken off first, but now that the last of the marines were descending, they expected to follow. The group was still polite, still willing to hear their officer’s wishes, but they were adamant that they had not signed up to die—not when there was time to escape from a foundering ship.

“I will speak to the captain,” promised Gus.

“We want to speak to him, sir,” said the lead sailor, stony faced.

Gus sighed and led the way aft. He was not surprised to find Silas in rapid conversation with the ship’s griffin on the quarterdeck. The griffin had been wailing just after they struck. She was a young animal, rented for the season, and too small to make a good mount or breeding stock. She was horribly ashamed of having missed the rock wall. From what Gus could tell, Silas was not berating her, but receiving a report on the state of the pectoral sails.

Silas stopped talking as he saw the deputation of sailors. They’d been joined by others as they made their way from the hold, and now most of the ship’s two dozen crew stood on deck. Some of them were already holding satchels slung over their shoulders—their hastily assembled belongings, prepared for evacuation. Silas came down from the quarterdeck. He spoke without preamble. “I suppose you all want to leave.”

There was a moment’s hesitation, broken only by the ominous note of wind in the rigging and the unsteady creaking of the ship as she rocked against her grounded lower parts.

“Are you not leaving, sir?” asked one of the sailors.

“I am not,” said Silas. “I believe we can win free of the cliff before the storm hits.”

There was a moment’s shocked silence.

“Begging your pardon, Skipper,” said another, “but aren’t we crippled even if we win free? Can she fly safely to a port with her right pectorals sheared off?”

“I believe she can,” said Silas. “But I won’t ask anyone to risk his life on my judgement.” He gave a thin smile. “Not after what’s happened this evening.”

The sailors looked sidelong at each other. Silas’s judgment was legendary—both at cards and at sailing. “You’d bet on our clawing off, sir?” said the sailor who’d led the deputation.

“I would. But I will not begrudge anyone who wishes to follow the marines in the cargo cage. I warn you that there’s sickness and famine in the town, and a solid blockade in port. But we came to break the blockade, so it may break. Of course, if you leave, you will not be paid for this adventure. We all knew when we took the job that the risk was great. That is why they offered us such a reward. We gambled and...” Silas’s real smile flashed briefly. “The game’s not over yet.”

The sailors shuffled their feet, murmured to each other. They’d all made journeys with Silas before. They knew his reputation. Gus heard someone mutter, “Never bet against Silas Ackleby.” Another sailor whispered something about rats and sinking ships. Gus could sense them teetering between a desire to be part of this story and the desire to be sure of their lives.

The ship’s cook turned to Gus suddenly and said, “What do you intend to do, sir?”

Gus blinked. “I trust the captain. If he stays, I stay.” 

“As do I,” said someone else.

“And I!”

“And I!”

Their voices rose in ragged, desperate assent. Silas licked his lips. Gus could tell he was touched. He cleared his throat and said, “Alright. Here is the situation: our right pectoral sails have been driven into the rock curtain. That’s what’s holding us in place. If we free ourselves, I believe that the ship will rise and straighten in time to avoid striking the cliff or broaching to. I base this assertion on our greatly reduced weight after setting down the marines and supplies. I cannot swear to it. This situation is not covered in the textbooks. But if you trust my math...”

“We trust your math, Skipper,” muttered one of the sailors.

“I think we have about a quarter watch before the storm hits,” continued Silas. “Let’s get to work.”

The first thing they did was anchor the ship to the cliff on both sides, using the griffin to guide the grapples. Silas wanted as much control as possible in the moment the ship came loose. This done, they began the truly dangerous work of freeing her from the cliff.

Gus groaned when he climbed out into the keelhead basket. “Our poor Albatross!” The keelhead figure looked as though she’d been raked by enormous claws. Her gold paintwork hung in tatters. Her beak was dented. She looked as though she had a blind eye.

“Nothing that can’t be repaired,” said Silas, although he paused to run a hand over the abused beak.

From the keelhead basket, it was possible to climb onto the cliff itself and reach the spot where the Albatross’s pectoral sails had been driven into the rock. Silas insisted that everyone working on the cliff wear lifelines, although Gus didn’t think it would help if they fell. They would simply swing with bone-crushing force against the hull of the Albatross.

Silas had already tried to work the sails free with gears alone, but the mechanisms were damaged, and in any case, the masts were wedged in solid rock. At first, Silas thought they could dig the masts out. However, one tiny rockslide assured everyone that this was likely to end in disaster. “We’ll have to cut through,” said Silas as he climbed over the tattered sails, illuminated by the ghostly light of a lantern they’d secured to the cliff. “We’ll have to chop through the masts here and here.”

It would not be easy. There was no secure place to stand and hack. Instead, sailors were obliged to saw at the masts from an awkward angle, all the while painfully aware that if they miscalculated, they would fall when the mast came loose. Silas selected four volunteers from the crew—big, powerful grishnards who seemed likeliest to get the job done quickly. He insisted on supervising the operation himself. He sent Gus back to take charge of the main deck. Gus supervised the sailors as they brought in all the pontoons. Then there wasn’t much to do except pace.

After a while, Gus stole into Silas’s cabin to take one more look at the barometer. What he saw made him flinch. I need to do something. Nevertheless, he paused in the silent stillness. This was the most personal space Silas possessed, but a visitor still had to look closely to see the unique details—a small, but brilliantly colored butterfly framed on one wall, a painting of a famous airship on another, the lingering odor of coffee. A sheaf of diagrams lay on Silas’s desk. Gus squinted at them. They looked like drawings of ballonet ports—modified in some way.

The ship rocked violently as a gust of wind drove her hard against the cliff. Gus staggered. He wondered what that gust had done to those working on the pectoral sails. Someone needs to talk to him. Gus sighed. And ‘someone’ is me.

When Gus returned to the quarterdeck, he saw that half the crew were pacing aimlessly. He suspected the other half were below decks near the cargo cage, ready to bolt as soon as an evacuation order was given. Gus called one of the trained pilots up on deck and officially gave him the helm. “If the griffin tells you that the repair team has failed or fallen—that the captain is dead—then you must order everyone away in the cargo cage.” 

The sailor nodded solemnly. “What about the slaves, sir?”

Gus glanced at the four faun slaves chained to the capstan nearer the forecastle. Two more were in the cells below. “Take them with you.”

The sailor looked dubious, but said nothing. Gus couldn’t blame him, but he was certain Silas would not wish the slaves abandoned to their deaths or killed outright as an act of questionable kindness. Although gods know they won’t fare much better in a starving grishnard village.

There was nothing Gus could do about that, so he put it out of his mind and went below—down through the catwalks, between the soft bellies of the airbladders, past the gearbox in the now-empty hold, down the dark stairs to the keelhead basket. The ship was rocking more violently now. Gus reached the basket and paused to clip on to one of the dangling lifelines. Then he crawled out onto the cliff.

He could still see the glow of the lantern in the fog, and that was comforting. As he approached, a shadow briefly obscured the light as someone walked in front of it. We’d hear shouting if anyone had fallen, Gus told himself.

Because of the swirling fog, Gus couldn’t see what was happening until he was right on top of the group. Then he understood. The ship was rocking so vigorously because one mast had been cut, and the remaining mast was unstable. The sailors had formed a chain, passing supplies to the one sawing at the mast. Gus saw with approval that they’d all elected to secure lifelines to the cliff instead of the ship. Better to risk being left behind than to die trying to get back to the Albatross when she wins free. 

To Gus’s horror, Silas was out on the proximal portion of the damaged mast. He appeared to be rerigging the sails as best he could. Trying to make this stump of a mast functional? You’ve got to be joking, Silas! But, as Gus watched, he saw that Silas had a tool bag slung over one shoulder. He was trying to repair gear-drive portions of the sails. His lifeline was tethered, not to the cliff, but to the ship.

Of course it is.

“Skipper!” bellowed Gus.

Silas looked up. 

Gus knew better than to argue with him where the sailors could hear, so he said, “I’m coming out there!”

Silas shouted something in response that was lost to the wind. Gus considered stopping to secure his own lifeline to the cliff instead of the airship and then thought, Bugger it, we’re almost out of time, and made his perilous way out over the tattered ratlines, rigging, and splintered wood.

Silas was working furiously, but he paused to glare at Gus as he came nearer. “What do you think you're doing, Creevy? I ordered you to maintain discipline in the ship!”

Gus came straight to his point. “Silas, you have another airship.”

Silas’s hands stopped moving.

“We are losing this race,” continued Gus. “I can hardly see mercury in the barometer. Last year, if you’d lost the Albatross, you would have been grounded, but that’s not true anymore. She is grounded. You are not. Maybe it’s time to let her go.”

Silas looked up, his red hair curling crazily in the damp wind, blowing around his face. He didn’t say anything, so Gus gave a crooked smile and added, “It was one hell of a last run. Starving people are eating right now because of us. And the prince will still pay us. But only if we’re alive to be paid, Skipper!”

Silas looked down at his hands, his flying hair obscuring his face for a moment. Gus knew he felt ambivalent. Otherwise, you would have already started arguing with me.

But when Silas finally opened his mouth, all that came out was, “Splice these lines, please.”

Gus sighed. He started splicing. 

Moments later, another blast drove the ship so far over that Gus truly thought they were finished. But then the wind let up a fraction, and the ship did not roll. Looking over his shoulder, Gus saw that the ship’s motion had bent the offending mast like a toothpick. The four crew members had retreated to the cliff. The wind is going to finish this job for us.

“Go back to the ship!” bellowed Gus. “Before you end up stranded! Go back!”

They waved to show they’d understood and hurried as quickly as possible along the fin of rock towards the keelhead basket. Gus could hear the poor figurehead grinding and bumping against the cliff. “Silas!” he bellowed. “We have to go!”

“One more cable,” muttered Silas. “I need to be able to—”

The cable parted. Silas was leaning far out to reach it, and he was caught off balance. In the same moment, another blast hit the ship and she lurched crazily. 

Gus lunged across the mast to grab Silas around the waist as he fell. They dangled there for a moment, the ship jerking and leaping above them, completely free of her grounding mast and held only by the anchoring cables. Gus was gripping the mast with his thighs, leaning on a perilously thin rope, unable to spare a hand to find better purchase. He thought, I can’t hold on. We are going to be battered lifeless against the hull of the Albatross.

Then the ship’s little griffin materialized out of the fog in a rush of wet feathers and pushed Silas and Gus bodily back onto the mast. “You’re needed above, sir,” she shouted, her voice high with panic.

Silas gave a manic laugh. He was sprawled half in Gus’s lap, his hands in the feathers of the griffin’s chest. She cocked a golden eye at him. “I may have let you run into a cliff, sir, but I’ll be damned if I let you fall from one.”

“Thank you,” he managed. “Can you fly us up?”

“One at a time,” said the griffin. “It won’t be graceful, but I can.”

It was not graceful. Her wings beat so hard as she struggled up with Gus that he wondered if her heart would explode. She managed it, though, and moments later, they were both on the quarterdeck.

“Prepare to cut the grapples!” thundered Silas to the terrified crew. They nearly tripped over each other to obey. 

“Not yet!” Silas was spinning knobs, pressing levers and foot pedals. A curtain of rain swept across the deck and obliterated what little visibility they’d possessed. “Half reefed forecourse,” said Silas a little more quietly to Gus, who delivered the order in stages.

The ship strained against her tethers, grinding and bumping, pulling harder now that she had a sail up.

“Cut left cable!” barked Silas.

Thunk!

The ship slewed round her new pivot, and Gus thought for one horrible moment they would ground again. Silas was taking a big risk, trying to straighten them out.

“Cut right cable!” he roared.

Thunk! 

The ship jumped forward, blasted down the valley by the force of the wind. Another ominous shudder ran through the Albatross, but the keelhead only scraped the cliff and did not ground. Gus felt a surge of hope. They were rising, rising...

And then turning helplessly, starting to spin without the balance of their right pectorals—angling towards the cliff again.

Another unpleasant shriek made everyone cringe—this time from the ship herself, from the gears in her belly. He’s trying to operate the right pectorals, thought Gus, open them a little to stop our spin. Did he actually manage to repair them?

The cliff loomed out of the driving rain ahead. It was below them, but barely. If we spin even one more point... But they didn’t. Their turn had been arrested. Gus choked the desire to run to the side and look down to see what in seven hells was happening with the right pectorals. 

They would survive now or they wouldn’t.

The cliff flashed beneath them. The moment of impact would be delayed by an instant.

Gus held his breath.

And let it out.

The cliff was astern! They were rising faster now, the light gas expanding more quickly the higher they went. An ecstatic cheer rose from the deck and a discordant bellowing of, “Hurray, Captain Ackleby! Hurray, the Scarlet Albatross!”

Gus felt a sting in his eyes that was not rain, although that was coming down in torrents. The town they’d come to save must be just below them, but Gus couldn’t make it out, nor the blockading ships whose fliers had so worried everyone. 

Up, up, and Silas ordered the forecourse unreefed and a couple of headsails unfurled. The storm was powerful, but not capricious. The wind blew steadily norwest, taking them towards the Lawless Lands and the farm where the fauns would be released. Gus made a round of the deck, checking every line. Gods, what a run.

Just as he was walking back towards the quarterdeck, the ship broke out of the clouds, and the rain cleared all at once. Dawn glowed from horizon to horizon over a sea of white and gray billows, tinged red and gold. The sailors stared. All of them had spent years on airships, yet transitions like this never ceased to amaze. They had shot from a dark, terrifying place into tranquility and beauty—another world.

They cheered again. Even the capstan slaves let out a whoop. Gus glanced over the right side of the ship and saw that, indeed, the pectoral sails had opened—just one notch, but it was enough to keep the ship from spinning helplessly. She was making considerable leeway, and Gus was already formulating techniques to mitigate this as he bounded up the quarterdeck steps.

Silas’s face was glowing in the dawn, flushed with exertion and triumph. He started talking before Gus could speak. “I want to install reverse ballonet pumps this winter. I got the idea a couple of years ago from an old Amadae diagram. I wish I’d done it sooner. We could have avoided all of this—jumped up faster to get over the rock curtain, never struck at all. I’d have done it two winters ago, but the ship wasn’t in suitable moorings for that kind of work.”

Gus grinned. “You seem confident she’ll be in suitable moorings this winter.”

“Yes!” Silas thumped the helm. “Yes, because I am going to buy that valley on Ashbeak with the private hangar. Quiet, safe, pleasant place to work! There’s a little cottage, room for my collections...guest bedroom whenever you want it! That’s what I’m doing with my money from our little cabbage run.”

Gus snorted a laugh. He leaned on the rail. “Are we going to do all that in between fitting out the Crane?”

“This is my ship,” said Silas. He spoke with no hesitation this time, no uncertainty.

Gus turned to him and grinned. Before he thought about it, he gave him a hug. Silas went rigid, and Gus let him go. “Sorry, Skipper. Sorry. I just—” She’s my ship, too. “I was really hoping you’d say that.” After a moment, he added again, “Sorry to be overfamiliar.”

Silas fiddled with the controls. “Well, the last time you put your arms around me, you saved my life. How many times is that, now?”

Gus folded his hands behind his back and looked out over his ship—sails trimmed, whipping along over the clouds. “No idea, Skipper. I don’t keep count.”
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Queen in the Daylight
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“Did you hear, Elizabet? Lady Alba is confined!”

Elizabet Haplag turned from the airship’s railing, torn between the desire to get away from her irritating niece and to make her repeat what she’d just said. Surely Elizabet had misheard. “Who is confined?”

“Desiret Alba!” said Sonali, her sharp nose and sharper eyes narrowing to slits of malicious delight. “Oh, you hadn’t heard, had you?”

Elizabet felt as though she’d just stepped over the railing into empty air, but she’d learned long ago to keep a neutral face. “Well, that’s hardly surprising.” Her voice did not shake. Neither did her hands, though they felt suddenly cold on the railing of her uncle the king’s pleasure yacht.

The airship—an improbable confection called the Windhover—was anchored in the clear, still air of a valley in the royal forests just north of the palace. The odor of spring woods rose off the mountains, redolent of pine sap and warm earth. Once at anchor, the ship’s various decks detached from each other, buoyant with separate arrangements of colorful, exposed airbladders. The decks became a series of floating islands, connected with sturdy, flexible plank bridges.

Evening was coming on, and beautifully decorated lanterns winked to life in the separate tiny worlds of the individual decks. An orchestra played on the main deck below Elizabet and Sonali’s perch. It was exactly the sort of party Elizabet had always loved as a girl.

But I’m not a girl anymore. She felt far older than her twenty-seven years.

Beside her, Sonali was prattling about fresh blood at the party. “Lord Thundercroft brought his bastard son this time! He’s dreadfully handsome, if you can get past his unfortunate lack of a title. Lady Smithfield has come out of mourning. They say she’s looking for another rich husband. They all seem to die, don’t they? Oh, and have you heard of the gossip about Lady Farrow? That’s a juicy bit—”

Elizabet accepted a colorful drink from a silent ocelon serving boy and stared at the person with whom she should have spent this party. Lord Holden Alba cut a dashing figure on the main deck in his perfectly cut waistcoat. Elizabet wondered whether he shone like a star to everyone else or only to her. His glossy, bronze-gold hair drew the eye, and his tall form and angular, aristocratic features seemed lifted out of a storybook or ballad. He was a king in all but name, lord of Haplag’s largest holding, with a pedigree that crisscrossed the royal bloodline over and over. He and Elizabet had once spent a pleasant afternoon in the royal library, trying to figure out all the ways they were related to each other. 

Until he’d backed her against a bookcase. Then they’d given up the project as a bad idea. They certainly weren’t more than double second cousins.

Holden had gotten the family looks, and Elizabet had gotten the brains. At least that’s how they’d joked to each other. She was short and plump with an entirely inadequate chin, but that hadn’t seemed to matter to Holden when they’d met at one of these parties. She’d been fourteen, fuming that she was not permitted to play lively games anymore with the children, but must instead sit or dance sedately. Holden had given her that disarming smile and whispered, “Want to lose our chaperones?” 

They’d ended up attending a peasant street party, tearing off half their clothes to fit in, drinking gods-knew-what, and dancing with sailors and whores, all while dodging Holden’s bodyguards and Elizabet’s chaperone. It had been wildly dangerous and wildly fun.

Elizabet had spent every party for the next six years running around with Holden, their mutual cousins, siblings, and hangers-on. He was always pushing the limits of what his station would allow, always supremely confident, always up for an adventure. He’d kissed Elizabet when she turned sixteen and tumbled her in a beautiful mountain hunting lodge a year later. Holden was two years older, and Elizabet never thought for a moment that she was his only partner, but she did fancy she was his favorite. It had never crossed her mind that he would marry someone else—someone who wasn’t even a friend.

Sonali’s self-satisfied purr brought Elizabet back to the present. “—got mixed up with Silveo Lamire! Such a scandal.”

“Who got mixed up with Silveo?” Elizabet wondered if her taste in men was her entire problem in life. Apparently, I like them vain and vicious.

“Jaleel’s brother, of course,” said Sonali patiently. “And now his father is trying to find a wife for him, and, well...it’s quite a lot to contend with, you know? I mean Holovarus is technically a kingdom, I suppose, but still...” 

Elizabet forced her eyes away from Holden Alba and followed Sonali’s gaze to the people mingling further along the deck. She had seen the Holovars on the guest list, and she recalled some of what Sonali was talking about. Jaleel was the second son. The eldest, Gerard, had disgraced himself quite spectacularly by first marrying the court minstrel against the wishes of both his father and his island deity, and then running away with her when the god took his revenge. 

As though trying to outdo themselves in folly, Gerard and his wife had then gotten themselves mixed up with the disreputable, but fascinating Admiral of the Temple Sea Watch, Silveo Lamire. The three of them had managed to annoy the High Priestess, and they’d perished together in a conflagration of blood and salacious rumors.

It was really too bad. Silveo had been wonderfully shocking for his entire career, and he was a delight to see, even at a distance. If the rumors were true, Gerard and Thessalyn had been charming as well.

And now Gerard’s father and little brother were in the Great Islands, seeking a future queen for their kingdom—a place that maintained its independence by being too small and remote for any Great Island to want it. Elizabet cut her eyes sideways at Sonali. She was Elizabet’s niece by marriage, eight years younger, though she fancied herself quite experienced. She was pretty, but often thoughtless. Her family had risen from humble beginnings only two generations ago. Elizabet thought that, despite her disparaging comments about Jaleel, Sonali was quite interested. She was the kind of person who would love to be called queen, even of a godsforsaken backwater. This is why you’re talking to me, thought Elizabet. You want to know whether I have any tips or additional dirt on the Holovars.

She thought about mentioning a much older scandal—the bankrupting of Holovarus by Jaleel’s grandfather and the monarch’s execution by the island deity. It had happened two decades before Elizabet was born, but she had spent an inordinate amount of time listening to people at court while her peers were making homes and babies. She’d heard the story, although she was certain that Sonali knew nothing about it.

Has that become my primary function? Knowing things? Elizabet’s sisters had married in their early twenties, and her cousins had also drifted off one-by-one, making good matches or bad. In one unfortunate case, making a temple sacrifice. But, one way or another, Elizabet and Holden’s merry band had shrunk.

And then Holden had married a banker’s daughter. Elizabet should have seen it coming. Holden had become a shrewd political player—the perfect heir of a powerful island that, unfortunately, spent a bit more coin than they ought, and had been doing so for years. Holden’s family didn’t need more ties to the Haplagian crown. They had those aplenty. They needed the same thing the crown needed: money. 

Elizabet had seen the dismay on her royal cousin’s face when she learned she was to marry a wealthy merchant’s son. Elizabet told herself that this had been forced on Holden, too. That he’d been just as wretched when he’d been presented with Desiret.

Except he hadn’t acted wretched. He’d acted as though his new wife were a valuable acquisition. Elizabet had cried. “What about us?” 

He’d smiled that charming smile and murmured, “This has nothing to do with us.”

“What do you mean?” Elizabet had whispered. “It’s the end of us.”

Only it wasn’t. Because... Because I’m a godsdamned fool. Because I love him.

Holden hardly spoke to her at parties anymore, but he’d find his way to her rooms later. And not just for sex. He’d lie in her bed for hours and discuss each of his political arrangements—his issues with his various lords and lands and holdings. She’d rest her head on his broad chest and tell him where he was making mistakes, how he could consolidate power, who were his true friends and who were his enemies. She was his eyes and ears in the royal court. She’d even told him about a planned assassination once.

Desiret was everything Elizabet wasn’t—slender, beautiful, shy, bewildered by politics. If she knew of her husband’s dalliances, she gave no indication. Indeed, in Elizabet’s experience, ladies of that class did not care, so long as their husbands did not embarrass them. But Holden had been married for three years, and there’d been no children. Elizabet’s hopes had risen absurdly high. Perhaps Desiret was sterile. Perhaps Holden was avoiding impregnating her because he truly did not want to have children with her. Perhaps he would set her aside and choose a new wife. This happened sometimes in great houses if there were no children. Elizabet loved children.

“Lady Alba is confined.” Sonali’s triumphantly cruel voice rang in Elizabet’s head. Desiret must have been pregnant all winter. Holden had surely known, and he hadn’t bothered to say. Not once during their many evenings together had that fact been important enough to mention. 

Elizabet swallowed. I am the other woman. She’d never thought of herself that way. He was mine first! But it didn’t matter. Marriage mattered. Children and heirs mattered. I will never have children. Holden will never... Unless he decides to father a bastard with me. Am I that kind of mistress? Elizabet felt a sob climb the back of her throat. Maybe I am. Maybe I just never knew myself until now.

“Well?” Sonali seemed to be growing impatient at her elbow. “Do you think it’s a bad idea?”

Elizabet mastered herself. “A bad idea to what?”

Sonali drew a deep breath. “I told you about Desiret!” Now she sounded pleading.

Elizabet realized that her foolish niece had thought they were making a trade. She was giving Elizabet a piece of information that would be important to Elizabet. In exchange, she wanted Elizabet to give her insight on the Holovars.

Elizabet forced herself to focus on the cluster of people around the young prince. She could see even at this distance that he had a pleasant face and raven black hair. He wasn’t as tall as his father, standing some distance away. He had a tendency to slouch and absolutely no taste in clothes. You’d think his father would dress him better when he came looking for a wife. Aloud, she said, “I’ve heard he likes hunting. All the princes of the Small Kingdoms are good sailors. Ships or griffins should be safe topics. Avoid anything pious. His family has had too much trouble with the Temple.”

Sonali beamed and patted Elizabet’s hand. “You truly are the Queen in the Shadows, Auntie.” She moved down the gently sloping plank bridge in a rustle of skirts, heading towards the main deck and the cluster of people surrounding Prince Holovar.

Elizabet pressed her lips together. Queen in the Shadows. People had been calling her that lately. It was more tactful than, “Lady Alba in the Shadows,” but Elizabet knew what they meant. Maybe Holden really is the smart one. He certainly did manage to have everything his way. A wealthy, fertile wife. A mistress who looks out for his interests at court, gives him good advice, and puts his needs above her own. If I weren’t the pawn in this situation, I would say he’s managed brilliantly.

She watched him move across the deck, dancing with the wife of a Mancian Prince, doubtless murmuring to her his concerns about their latest import tax. He was beautiful. They were both beautiful. Everyone in her line of sight was more beautiful than Elizabet. Every woman her age was married.

I should tell Holden I want children. I should make it a condition of our continuing affair. He won’t say no. Probably. Although it would make me less useful to him for a while. But I don’t think he’d say no.

What are you doing? whispered a voice in the back of her mind. The smart one, my arse.

The other woman. Queen in the Shadows. The perfect mistress.

Elizabet felt the pressure of tears and stifled them. She stared, dry-eyed, at Holden—at his beautiful, graceful, long-limbed body dancing, the flash of his smile. The lady giggled and Elizabet was sure he’d made some joke—just salacious enough to be truly funny, but not so lurid as to give offense. Holden had always been good at that.

Something rose up inside Elizabet—an unfamiliar coldness. Holden suddenly looked like a stranger—a beautiful stranger, but not hers. Had he ever been hers?

Elizabet’s feet carried her down the plank bridge towards the main deck. She got another look at Jaleel, breathless and grinning, flushed with wine and with an unfamiliar volume of female attention. A pleasant face, she thought again. His smile was almost roguish when he chose to use it. Gods know I like rogues.

Elizabet did not approach the group. Instead, she took the advice she had carefully not given to Sonali. Jaleel was not brought here to make a choice, but to be admired. 

Elizabet approached the person who was here to make a choice. Mishael Holovar had clearly been handsome in his youth, though a life of worry and exposure to the sun had blunted his good looks. He had his own share of attention at the party—a few widows of his own age, a number of well-placed merchants with daughters, hoping to marry into a royal family—any royal family. Elizabet maneuvered around them and deftly took his arm. “Would you care to dance, my lord?”

Mishael looked at her closely, his dark eyes intent. He spoke with a degree of surprise. “My Lady Elizabet Haplag.” 

Elizabet was impressed. You’ve done your homework. If he had taken the trouble to memorize the portraits of various women at this party, then he certainly knew she was a more prestigious match than any of the simpering younger women clustered around Jaleel. Elizabet thought, again, of that old scandal concerning Mishael’s father. You’re after royal connections and respectability. And I have that in abundance. Little as I deserve the latter.

Mishael bowed. “I’m a bit old-fashioned on the dance floor, but if you’re willing to have an adventure, I will certainly oblige.”

Elizabet smiled. “I’m in an adventurous mood, my lord.” A voice in her head screamed, What are you doing? Holovarus is in the middle of nowhere! No more airship parties, no breathtaking gardens, no enormous libraries, no more court politics...no more Holden. But Elizabet pushed the thoughts resolutely away.

Queen in the shadows? Bastard children with a father who cannot be named? Bugger that.

She spoke to Mishael, her words running easily, out of habit, offering banal pleasantries, gentle flirtations which were clearly intended to flatter and not to entice. She and Mishael knew very well what they were about, and the negotiations soon became more concrete. “There are two bastards,” he told her bluntly. “A peasant woman and a merchant’s daughter. These were young, pre-marital indiscretions that will not be repeated.”

Elizabet nodded. “I’m sure we’ve all done a few things in our youth we regret, my lord.”

By the time they stopped dancing, it was all but settled. There was little left to do except speak to her parents (they would say yes with relief) and inform Jaleel of his upcoming marriage. Elizabet felt a little dizzy. She scooped up a drink from a passing servant. As she sipped, her eyes fell unwillingly on her erstwhile lover across the deck. 

To her surprise, she caught him staring at her. Elizabet found this oddly satisfying. Holden hardly ever stared at her in public anymore. He’s wondering what’s going on. Elizabet smirked and raised her glass in a silent toast. You made your choices, my friend. And now I get to make mine. A queen in earnest. A queen in the daylight.
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Save Yourself

[image: image]


“Where can I take you where you’ll be safe? I’ll take you anywhere; just tell me.” The grishnard’s words echoed through Mouse’s head like a taunt as he ran. 

“Here!” Mouse wanted to scream. “I was supposed to be safe here!”

The bloody rags of his clothes fluttered around his cut and bleeding limbs. The burning pain at the base of his spine shot up his back with every step, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.

When Mouse reached the room he shared with Ned, he unlocked the door and came inside without knocking. Ned was snoring loudly, his body filling a quarter of the floor. Ned wasn’t a big person. It wasn’t a big room.

Mouse fumbled in the corner for a loose board. In the space beneath, he kept a box. It had held fruit once—a pretty box with a sliding lid, just for fruit! A grishnard lady had thrown it away. This was where Mouse kept his treasures.

Inside the box lay a couple of pretty stones, a fingerless blue velvet glove (too big for Mouse), an empty matchbook with a picture of green fields, a few ribbons, and some papers. Mouse lifted the papers. They were broadsheets, some of them several years old and not intended to survive moisture, constant folding, and frequent handling. He’d tried to be so careful with them.

Mouse unfolded the largest broadsheet. His fingers left bloody prints across the words and images, but he didn’t care anymore. A pretty, pale face looked out at him—a hasty painting by an artist who made dozens of these in a day, but still easily recognizable. Blood and tears dribbled down onto the image. Mouse smeared them across those stupid blue eyes, that smug smile. Then he ripped the page in half.

*  *  *  *
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THE FIRST TIME MOUSE saw the ocelons, he thought they were going to school. Mouse was going to work. He had a sack full of glass “lapis” jewelry and a pocket full of fake two-cowry coins. 

He noticed the ocelons because they’d recently moved into his tenement building just a couple of doors down. Three of them looked close to Mouse’s own age, perhaps a year older, and of course they were taller. They were obviously from the same litter—two girls and a boy, all dressed in plain clothes, but very clean, trooping out together, saying good-bye to a couple of younger siblings.

The girls had tied their hair back with ribbons. They looked very proper. Mouse thought of the school in Ocelon Town where families like this sent their children if they could afford it. They would learn to read and write grishnard. They would learn to do fancy sums. They would learn the names of towns and islands that Mouse would never visit. Mouse thought of sitting at a desk all day while someone else poured information into his head. He couldn’t even imagine it. 

*  *  *  *
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MOUSE TORE THE BROADSHEET in half. Then he tore it again. And again and again and again until it was tiny pieces of paper. He unfolded another one. This broadsheet had an image of the Fang sketched above a story. His ship didn’t look like that, thought Mouse. It looked bigger and scarier.

At the bottom of that page, the familiar face stared out at him again. Silveo Lamire, admiral of the Temple Sea Watch. Silveo was a foxling like Mouse, a foxling who’d risen from this same teeming, dirty port full of poverty and crime and tourists and money. But, unlike every other foxling Mouse had ever met, Silveo was respected and feared. He could sail wherever he wanted. Was it any wonder that he almost never sailed to Sern?

Mouse used to imagine Silveo walking the same streets he himself walked with Ned, selling “genuine ocelot pelts” (dyed rabbit fur) and “traditional love ornaments” (traditional only for tourists) and “fine local spirits” (bathtub brew) and anything else the tourists and sailors and students would buy. Anything except people. Ned never sold people. He had never sold Mouse, and Mouse knew enough to be grateful.

Mouse’s earliest memory involved Ned jerking him out of unfriendly arms, shouting at someone to “Get away from him!” Ned was a red foxling like Mouse, not a white one like Silveo. Sometimes in front of customers, Mouse called Ned “Da” and “Father.” Their landlady thought Mouse was Ned’s nephew. Ned sometimes introduced Mouse as his little cousin or his grandson. When Mouse asked in private whether they were truly related, Ned always said, “probably not.”

When money was tight, Mouse dressed to look younger, sometimes sick. He picked pockets now and then. Sometimes Ned would arrange more elaborate scams. But mostly they sold junk.

Ned’s fondest dream was to run a pawnshop that sold items of actual value. He would get so excited when they encountered a piece of real jewelry or an antique or fine clothes. He knew a surprising amount about valuables. He’d once managed warehouses for a wealthy merchant.

In good moods, Ned would talk and talk about his shop and the rooms where he and Mouse would live above the street. They would eat three meals every day at their own table and use wax candles that didn’t stink and always have shoes and good clothes. Mouse would have a bedroom all to himself.

Ned painted such a glowing picture that Mouse used to dream about the shop. Whenever they got a windfall of coin, Ned would tell Mouse how much he was saving. When Mouse was younger, he’d been naive. He would ask, days or months later, how close they were to having enough money for the shop. Ned would say vague things, not look at him. Gradually, Mouse came to understand that Ned’s evenings at the tavern got longer when they’d come into some coin. There were never any savings.

Mouse tried, sometimes, to save money himself for the pawnshop. But Ned always found the money eventually. Mouse would come home one day and his stash would be gone. He consoled himself by thinking of the children he’d seen with bruises, the children who went hungry often, the children who ended up in the pleasure district. Ned never so much as slapped Mouse in anger, and they rarely went hungry for more than a day. But there would never be any savings.

“I’m going to be a sailor, Ned.” Mouse had been saying this since he was about four.

“You’re too small,” Ned would say, not unkindly, but without much patience, either. “People like us don’t make good sailors.”

“Silveo did.”

“Silveo’s a lot of things you’ll never be, kid. Good-looking, for one.” He would say this playfully and pull the brim of Mouse’s cap down, but Mouse knew it was true. He would never be called a beautiful child. His red hair always looked a little scruffy, even when he’d washed and combed it (and usually he hadn’t). His tail was scrawny, not the fluffy plume that artists always drew on Silveo. Mouse told himself that being plain was just as well for a street kid. Too pretty would get you into trouble every time.

“We should apprentice you to Mistress Haden,” Ned would say.

Mouse would stick his tongue out. He knew Ned would never do it. Mouse was too useful in his line of work. Mistress Haden was a perfectly respectable small grocer, and Mouse doubted that she would even consider apprenticing him. He knew the work was above him. At the same time, Mouse despised the idea. “I don’t want to be a grocer’s assistant. I want to be a sailor.”

Ned would shake his head. “You have no idea what sailors even do, kid.”

I know they leave Sern. “Cabin boys come aboard at seven or eight.”

“Grishnard cabin boys. You’re toddler-sized to them, Mouse! And your hero there... He was never a cabin boy. He was practically grown when he started on ships. Silveo started out on the streets—a trickster! Like me!”

Mouse couldn’t even force himself to smile at that. Silveo was never like you. I’m sure he could at least save his money.

*  *  *  *
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MOUSE SAW THE OCELONS on and off for a couple of yellow months. Each time, they looked a little dirtier, a little thinner, and a little more haunted. One day, he asked Ned, “Do those kids have parents?”

Ned clicked his tongue. “Rumor is, their family was taken up for debt. They were over on the west side.”

Mouse’s eyes went round. The west side was the posh end of town. Ocelons living over there were probably working in the mansions of wealthy grishnards—high class servants with coveted skills, not day laborers like most of the people Mouse knew from Ocelon Town and its environs. “What are they doing over here?”

“Hiding, I suppose,” said Ned, as he painted an ocelot eyelet onto a swath of rabbit fur. “The higher you rise, kid, the farther you fall. You and I couldn’t get into that kind of debt. Nobody would loan us the money!” He chuckled at the idea.

“Their family was sold to pay their debt?” asked Mouse.

“That’s the rumor,” said Ned. “The kids were smart enough to hide over here where nobody knows them. But they don’t look like they’re doing well. My guess is, they’ll eventually turn themselves in. Slaves get fed, after all.”

“They had enough money to rent a room,” said Mouse in wonder. “Why didn’t they save it for food?”

“People like that don’t know how to make money stretch,” said Ned. “They don’t know how to go without a room or without food for a while. They don’t know how to find work outside a steady job.”

“I bet they’ve been to school,” said Mouse. “I bet they know how to read.”

Ned snorted. “And they can trade that for what? There are five of them, Mouse. You can’t save them. They’ll save themselves, probably by returning to their debtor.”

*  *  *  *
[image: image]


MOUSE TORE THE IMAGE of the Fang in half. He’d been excited to learn that she was in Slag harbor. So stupidly excited. Silveo was here! Here in this very town, having dinner with the magister! The whole city was abuzz. The adults were talking about all kinds of terrible things Silveo had supposedly done in Slag a few years ago, but Mouse didn’t care. 

“You stay away from that ship,” Ned had told him. “I’m serious, Mouse. The Temple Sea Watch is not known for its patience. Neither is its admiral. You won’t be welcome there. Stay away.”

Make me, thought Mouse. Stay home this evening and make me, Ned.

Ned didn’t, of course. He was out the door just after sunset with all the coin they’d earned that day. Mouse didn’t care. He put on the nicest shirt he possessed, washed his face in a rain barrel, and went down to the docks. “Admiral Lamire, my name is Elliot. I grew up here just like you, and I want to be a cabin boy. I’ll do anything you ask. I’ll work twice as hard as any grishnard. Give me a chance, and you won’t regret it.”

Mouse was so intent on practicing his speech that he never saw the griffin until it had him under its paws.

*  *  *  *
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OCCASIONALLY, NED GOT a tip about an unopened basement in the underground. Like all the old port cities in Wefrivain, Slag had been built on top of itself through countless generations, surviving destruction by fires, floods, and earthquakes. Sometimes, when disaster struck, lower levels were walled off without being properly excavated. Treasures were occasionally shut up within.

Ned might be a hopeless drunk, but his knowledge of valuable antiques was known and respected in Ocelon Town. Criminals and ordinary people alike were happy to pay him to assess a find. These outings were one of the reasons he kept Mouse around. “Time to earn your keep, kid,” he’d say cheerfully as he sent Mouse through a tiny gap between studs or down a ventilation shaft or through a grating, passing in a lamp behind him. Mouse would describe what he saw, and Ned would ask questions. Eventually, he’d tell the person in charge of the stash whether it was worth excavating.

Only a yellow month ago, Ned and Mouse had walked up a broad, smelly drainage tunnel that ran into the main harbor—careful to stay high on the sides out of the center—and Mouse had squirmed through a grate that opened high in the wall into a clean, dry basement with no connection to the house above.

“It’s empty,” he’d told Ned.

But it wasn’t. 

There was a nest of fur against the back wall and a skinny mother ocelot, watching him wide-eyed. Three fluffy kittens peeked out around her. Ocelots were valuable, particularly kittens. They could be trained, and if they couldn’t, well...the pelts were valuable, too. You thought this was a safe place to have your babies. Mouse took a long look at her, then turned and left. Well, you were right.

He came back a couple of times after that. The kittens were getting bigger. I wonder how many years it will be before I can’t get through that grate anymore? Several, probably. He thought about bringing bedding in here with the ocelots. It would be more space than he’d ever had with Ned. I bet nobody would take my savings.

Mouse knew exactly how to go about setting out on his own—where he could scrounge without impinging on anyone else’s turf, who would look kindly on him, which hucksters would pay for his skills. The Thieves Guild—that loose organization of smalltime criminals and con artists—would welcome him. Without Ned, he would be in more danger, but he would also be able to save money.

Mouse wasn’t afraid of being alone. He just didn’t want this life. “I am going to be a sailor,” he told the ocelot kittens.

*  *  *  *
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“NO ONE WILL EVER SAVE you. You have to save yourself.” This was Ned’s favorite piece of wisdom, and he’d offered it repeatedly throughout Mouse’s life. 

You were right, thought Mouse. You were right, you were right, you were right...

Mouse was ripping up the last picture of Silveo when Ned finally woke and stared blearily at him. “Kid? What are you—? Hells, you’re bleeding everywhere! Fuck, is that your best shirt?”

Mouse tried to jerk away from him, but Ned caught him by the scruff and ran a hand over his clothes. “You went down to the docks, didn’t you? I told you, Mouse! I told you not to go there!” He released Mouse and lit the lamp. “God’s blood, kid!” Ned held him at arm’s length. His voice softened. “Your tail... What happened?”

“Griffin,” Mouse whispered.

“A ship’s griffin?” demanded Ned.

Mouse nodded miserably.

“Fuck... Well, it’s a good thing you don’t make your keep by being pretty, isn’t it?” He felt Mouse’s arms and legs, just as the grishnard had done—the grishnard who’d rescued Mouse. 

Not really, thought Mouse. Not the way I wanted to be rescued.

“Well, I don’t think anything important is broken. That stump will have to be stitched, and gods, you’ve ruined your best clothes.” Ned screwed his eyes shut. Mouse could tell he was still drunk. He didn’t want to deal with any of this. “Go to Tes. Ask her to stitch up your tail.”

Mouse sniffled and rubbed his snotty, bloody face on his sleeve. He turned to look for his change of clothes, but Ned shook his head. “Go as you are; she won’t turn you away. She’ll probably give you a spare shirt and trousers, too. Just go like that.”

Mouse grimaced. “Can’t we pay her?”

Ned rubbed at his eyes. “She’ll take credit. Or she might even do it for free; she likes you.”

Mouse glared at him. He knew better than to be surprised or upset, but he was. He was suddenly so angry he could hardly breathe. I don’t want to ask her for charity. We had enough money to pay for stitches half a watch ago! I helped earn that money!

Mouse turned away from Ned and walked through the shredded broadsheets. He kicked his treasure box as he passed. Not treasures. Just rocks and paper.

Mouse left the tenement, dressed in the humiliating wreck of his clothes, and trudged to the healer’s flat. Tes was kind, of course. She was always kind. And she probably would do it for free, even though she couldn’t afford to.

Mouse tried not to cry again at the searing bite of the needle as it went through the mangled flesh of his tail, stitching what was left of him back together. “No one will ever save you.” He thought about his life with Ned, getting older and bigger, until some night—ten years from now? Twenty? Five?—Ned didn’t come home from the tavern. Or he just didn’t wake up one morning.

Then Mouse would take up the piles of rabbit fur and fake jewelry and the lists of suppliers, and he would keep doing what he knew how to do. Maybe he would start going to the tavern, as well. Maybe that would make everything more bearable.

Tes refused to send Mouse home half naked, but she didn’t have clothes that fit him, either. Mouse rolled the pant legs and the shirt sleeves up and thanked her. He left, sore but clean and smelling powerfully of medical spirits. The stump of his tail throbbed, but Mouse knew how to ignore pain. Every street kid knew that.

“No one will ever save you.”

He walked through his tenement building and stopped a few doors from his own. Mouse knocked.

After a long pause, he heard shuffling, then whispering. No one came to the door.

Mouse spoke at the keyhole. “I’m the kid who lives a couple of doors down. If you want to learn how to survive on the street, I can teach you. Or you can just stay here until you get desperate enough to go back to wherever you came from.”

Mouse had turned to walk away when the door creaked open. One of the girls stuck her head out, looked this way and that, then motioned for Mouse to come inside.

There was no furniture in the little room, just five very neat bed rolls, and an orderly line of utensils where they’d been preparing food. The floor was desperately clean—as though someone hadn’t been able to think of anything to do except scrub it. Mouse spied a lantern in the corner. Well, that’ll be useful.

The two smallest children were still asleep in their bedrolls. The three older ones stood around Mouse in their shirts, hugging themselves for warmth and staring at him suspiciously. “I’m Mouse,” he said.

“Nattie,” whispered the girl who seemed to be the leader.

“Zev,” said her brother.

“Euni,” said the other sister.

Mouse looked at them critically. “Can anyone play an instrument?” You rich kids all learn music, right?

This took them by surprise. After a moment’s hesitation, Nattie said, “Harpsichord.”

Well, that’ll be useless.

“Violin,” said Zev.

Also probably useless.

“I play a flute,” said Euni softly. “I mean, I did. I don’t have it anymore...”

Mouse grinned. Now we’re getting somewhere. “I can find one of those. Can you all read?”

They nodded.

“Not just phonetic,” pressed Mouse. “Grishnard characters?”

They nodded again. “Pretty well,” said Nattie.

“Can you write?”

Again, they nodded. Euni was the first to crack a smile. “Zev can’t write legibly, but in theory...”

Zev’s mouth twitched up and he gave her a kick.

Nattie was still watching Mouse. “If you want us to teach you things, what will you give us in exchange?”

“I don’t want you to teach me things,” said Mouse. “I just want to know what we’ve got to work with. How long until your rent runs out?”

The three of them looked at each other. They were definitely thinner than when Mouse had first seen them. When they said nothing, he guessed, “You’re already late with the payment.”

“We’re not vagrants,” shot Nattie. “We’ve been helping people with letters down at the mail station.”

Mouse nodded. If you could read and write, hanging around the mail station in the poorer sections of town was a good way to earn a few extra cowries. It was a decent side-hustle. But it wouldn’t pay rent on a room with four walls, not unless you moved well out of the city center...and away from mail stations.

“That’s a good start,” said Mouse. “It would pay for some food if you didn’t have to pay for rent.”

Nattie bit her lip. “You want us to help you do something else?”

“I want you to come with me,” said Mouse. “There’s an abandoned basement that only people our size can get into. It’s not the only place I know of, but it’s the best one at the moment.” He smiled. “No rent.”

The children glanced at each other. Euni swallowed. Her face looked far too pinched. “We’ll live in a basement?”

“Are you a thief?” demanded Zev. “We’re not criminals.”

“Or whores,” said Nattie. “How do you make your living?”

Mouse sighed. “No whoring, although we’ll have to dodge pimps. We might have to pick pockets. We might have to sell stuff and not ask where it came from. We might have to mud lark sometimes—that means looking for valuables in the sewer. We might have to beg or play music for coins or do odd jobs, but we’ll do better together than alone.”

“That’s why you want us?” asked Zev, still suspicious. “You want to leave that foxling you work with? Is he your dad? Does he hit you? Why are you all beat up?”

“He’s not my dad,” said Mouse quietly. “He doesn’t hit me, but he drinks all our money. I was attacked by a griffin this evening, and it bit off my tail.”

They all stared at him. “It bit off your tail?” whispered Euni. “Oh, Mouse...”

“Yes or no?” snapped Mouse. He didn’t want to talk about his tail or how he’d lost it.

“Do we have to decide right now?” asked Nattie.

“Yes.” Because I might change my mind in the morning, and I don’t want to. Mouse wasn’t sure that he was making a better life for himself. It might be a worse life, certainly more dangerous. But it would be different, and it would be his own. He realized, watching the ocelons, that he was going with or without them. I don’t need you. In fact, you’ll probably slow me down in the beginning. Your lantern would be useful, but if you won’t come, I’ll make do in the dark. He wanted them to come, though. He hoped they would.

Nattie shut her eyes and screwed up her striped face. “Alright,” she said quickly. “Alright, I think we should do it.” She glanced at the others. If she was the leader, it was only by a narrow margin.

Good, thought Mouse. She won’t fight with me too much.

They roused the two youngsters. Mouse learned that they were four-year-old cousins—Millford and Osha. They were cute. Good for begging and distractions, thought Mouse.

He went down the hall and slipped into his own room. His treasure box still lay open on the floor. Ned slept among the shredded broadsheets. Mouse ignored all that. He collected his change of clothes, his lock picks, some eating utensils, a little lamp oil, some food. Ned stirred as Mouse opened the door to leave. His confused, drunken voice drifted after Mouse. “What are you doing, kid?”

Mouse looked at him with mingled compassion and disgust, “Saving myself.”
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Bonus Stores Part II

[image: image]


The stories in this section happen after Jager Thunder and before The Cormorant. “Say Please” occurs on the same night that Jager ends. However, it makes sense to read “Play Date” back-to-back with “Save Yourself,” so that story has been placed first. “Play Date” occurs a month or so after the end of Jager. “Fly” occurs the following summer, shortly before The Cormorant begins.
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Play Date
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Belvedere jumped up at the sound of a knock on the cabin door. “They’re here!” He straightened his clothes—a new waistcoat Mother had finished only yesterday. It was teal and had very shiny buttons.

Marlie set down a crystal decanter on the lavishly laid table. “We’re coming, we’re coming!” Mother had her hands full of velvety blue and white flowers, which she dropped into a low vase in the center of the table. To Belvedere, they had a sugary smell that also reminded him of friendly people in outdoor markets.

“Can I have one for our table?” asked Belvedere.

“You can have three,” said Mother and handed him the flowers.

Belvedere went to put them on the smaller table in the sitting area where he would be entertaining his guests. It was strange, having so much space. It also seemed strange to walk around in a ship that didn’t move much, to drink from glasses that didn’t slosh, and to be able to place flowers in a vase that wouldn’t spill. 

“Theseus!” called Belvedere as Marlie went to the door. “Theseus, they’re here!” Theseus glided out of their bedroom, shaking his ears and yawning. It was the time of day that he usually fell asleep.

Then the door opened, and Gus—who was Master Creevy on deck, but always Gus in the cabin—came in, pulling off his coat and hat because it was raining outside, laughing and talking to Silveo and Gerard, who were also taking off rain cloaks and receiving towels to dry their dripping tails. Silveo was wearing his cloth-of-gold coat and a dark burgundy waistcoat with gold trim. He flashed Belvedere a smile, and Belvedere smiled back. Two little foxlings squeezed between the adults—one red with a bobbed tail, and the other ink black.

They looked around as they slipped out of their rain cloaks, blinking at the Cormorant’s cabin. It was certainly an impressive space, and Belvedere hadn’t quite gotten used to it, either. The suite had a sitting area with a special place for musicians, a dining room large enough to entertain eight people, and a dumbwaiter that could bring food from the galley. 

The large main room was mostly open, but latticed screens—carved with birds in glossy wood—separated the dining room from the sitting area. The walls were painted green and gold. They had beautiful molding around the edges with matching metalwork around the two large portal windows, currently beaded with rain. A mirror lined the wall opposite the windows, increasing the amount of daylight, even though the lamps seemed bright enough to Belvedere. The ceiling was painted like an afternoon sky with the sun shining in gold leaf and a grassy field poking up around the edges.

“We call this one the Day Room,” Gus was saying, “because of the ceiling. There are also Morning, Evening, and Midnight Rooms.”

Silveo gave a delighted laugh. “I will have to take notes for paintwork on the Fang.”

“They’re the guest suites,” continued Gus. “The officers’ cabins are very fine, too, but since there are more of us, this seemed like a better fit. It has two large bedrooms, a study with a daybed, and a griffin nest box. There’s a balcony...” Gus scratched his head. “I’m not sure I’ve ever had so much space in my life.”

Gerard glanced at the door. “And I did not bump my head.”

“Yes!” Gus spread his hands. “No one else here appreciates that!”

“No, we probably don’t,” said Glossy with a twinkle. “You can put those wet coats and towels on that rack and then come in and have a seat. Our new cook has been sending up appetizers for a quarter watch. I think he’s anxious to test some recipes.” She glanced at Dakar and Mouse. “What happened to the other children?”

“The ocelons had somewhere else to be today,” said Silveo, “but Dakar and Mouse were happy to come.”

Belvedere wasn’t sure about that. They both looked a little stiff. Mouse was wearing the cloth-of-silver coat that Silveo had given him, which was too big. People were supposed to take their coats off at parties, but Mouse clearly didn’t want to. Dakar, by contrast, had on an incongruous green sundress with red flowers beneath her rain cloak. It was all wrong for the time of year, but Belvedere supposed that if you were a wyvern, you could wear whatever you wanted. Belvedere did like her earrings—ruby red, like drops of blood that flashed when she turned her head.

Belvedere had intended to say, “Welcome to the Cormorant!” But he got nervous at the last moment and didn’t manage to say anything. The adults were laughing and talking over their heads. He could sense Theseus sitting behind him. He hoped the jaguar wasn’t glaring at their guests. Theseus never meant to glare, but sometimes he looked like it.

The three of them stood there awkwardly and then Dakar said, “I like your buttons, Velvet.”

Mother shot an uncertain look at Belvedere around Gus, but she was in the middle of a conversation, and she didn’t stop to correct Dakar. Belvedere knew that she didn’t quite like the other children calling him Velvet. She’d asked him several times if it bothered him, but Belvedere wasn’t sure. He didn’t think they were making fun, and Mouse had given him the nickname when they were in the midst of saving the Fang. Belvedere hadn’t liked it very much at the time, but now...he wasn’t sure.

Dakar certainly sounded friendly. She moved forward to admire the shiny mother-of-pearl buttons on his new waistcoat. Belvedere smiled. “I like your earrings.”

Dakar shook her head to make them dance. “They’re glass,” she confided, “but I think they’re pretty anyway, and it’s hard to incorporate real rubies.”

Belvedere wasn’t completely sure what she meant, but he didn’t want to seem stupid, so he just nodded. Mouse looked like he wanted to say something, but wasn’t sure what. Belvedere had a notion that the richness of the suite was making him feel small and lost—feelings that Belvedere could easily understand—so he said, “We get our own table, and I picked out the best appetizers; come on!”

They followed him over to the sitting area, where a low table intended for adult drinks made a perfect children’s table. Marlie had found some kid-sized folding chairs at the market in town, and Mother had retailored cushions into just the right size to make the wooden chairs comfy. Belvedere, Mouse, and Dakar sat in luxury with stiff cloth napkins in their laps, sipping their juice, and nibbling on tiny savory buns. Every now and then, one of the adults would bring over something else from the galley—fancy shrimp on sticks, little fingerling fish in rich sauce, speckled rice cakes, toasted cheese.

It was all very tasty, and Mouse and Dakar said so. They didn’t say much else, though. Theseus lay half wrapped around Belvedere’s chair, and every now and then, Belvedere handed him a morsel that he thought the jaguar would enjoy. Cheerful snatches of laughter and conversation flowed from the adult table, along with the clink and tinkle of cutlery.

At last, Belvedere said, “What happened to the ocelons?”

“They found their family,” said Dakar brightly. Unlike Mouse, she did not seem to find silence awkward. She’d joined Belvedere in offering food to Theseus, who was watching her with great suspicion.

“Really?” asked Belvedere, impressed.

Mouse shrugged. He’d slipped an egg off his plate under the table, but Belvedere didn’t think he’d fed it to Theseus. “They found some relatives,” said Mouse. “Ocelons from Skysea.”

“They’re all related,” put in Dakar. “Brothers and sisters and cousins. Except Mouse. He’s not related.”

Mouse gave a little snort and rolled his eyes. “Dakar, I’m a foxling. Everyone knows I’m not related to ocelons.”

“Well, you might be,” said Belvedere, “if you were a half-breed.”

Mouse raised one eyebrow at him. It was a very adult expression. Belvedere wished he could do that.

He continued in a rush. “I helped Mom deliver a half-ocelon, half-foxling baby once. She lived—the baby, I mean. Or we think she did. We had to leave later that year.”

Dakar looked fascinated. “What did she look like?”

“She had a fluffy tail like a foxling, but spots like an ocelon,” said Belvedere. After a moment, he added, “Her parents wanted to keep her. I took home a half-breed one time that his mother didn’t want, but he didn’t live. Mother said sometimes they don’t live. I wanted to keep him, though.” Belvedere realized he was babbling and shut his mouth.

“I don’t think I’m half ocelon,” said Mouse quietly. He looked a little sad and Belvedere tried to think of a different subject.

“How are the repairs on the Fang going?”

Mouse sat up a little. “Well, we stepped our mizzen today. I got to help a little.” He proceeded to describe the process in great detail. Belvedere listened, completely lost, but grateful to have something to talk about. They were halfway through the entrée before he figured out that “stepping” meant installing a new mast.

Dakar had finally convinced Theseus to take food from her. She was good at figuring out which things he would like. She offered him her entire serving of goose at one point, and Theseus gave a rumbling laugh. “I am not actually hungry,” he told her. “I have already eaten.”

“What did you eat?” asked Dakar.

“A goat.”

“Not the entire goat,” said Belvedere quickly. “A leg.”

“Do you like goat?” asked Dakar.

“Yes.”

“Me, too. Raw goat is better.”

Theseus perked up. “Much better.”

Belvedere had no idea what to think of this, but Mouse leaned across the table and said, in a conspiratorial whisper, “She is really weird.”

“I am not!” Dakar whispered back.

“Really, really weird,” repeated Mouse.

Belvedere giggled. He was getting very full and did not manage to eat all of his cream-filled dessert tart, although it was delicious. Theseus was licking cream off Dakar’s fingers, and Mouse was trying to figure out how to put the cream tart in his pocket. Belvedere didn’t understand why he was saving so much food for later. Maybe he was just bored.

Belvedere thought of something, “Hey, if you liked my buttons, Dakar, there’s something else you should see.” In a louder voice, Belvedere called, “Mother, can I show Dakar and Mouse the button jar?”

An instant later, Mother came padding around the carved screen. She looked happy and a little flushed from laughter and wine. She glanced over the table. “Are you all done, then?”

Belvedere looked quickly at the other two. “I’m sorry; are you done eating?”

“Yes,” said Dakar. 

Mouse nodded.

“Then you may give your guests a tour of the suite,” said Mother to Belvedere. “Then you may retire to your room, and if you like, we’ll bring you tea.” Belvedere bounced to his feet, and Mother added sharply. “Please put your napkin on the table, Belvedere.”

He scooped it off the floor and dropped it on his plate. Everyone pushed back their chairs. Belvedere led them past the adult table, where the grown-ups were still eating and visiting, into the suite’s study, where Mother had set up her sewing. He climbed up on the desk—which was made for a grishnard, and seemed immense to Belvedere—and returned, cradling the sacred button jar. Belvedere set it in front of Dakar. “I used to play with these when I was little. I still like them, and Mother gets new ones all the time.”

Dakar knelt beside it and ran her fingers through the buttons. “Wow.” She started pulling them out by the handful and spreading them on the floor—blue and green and silver and gold, wood and cloth and metal and shell, carved and flat, dull and shiny. They made a rainbow on the glossy wooden floor.

“I used to give them names and make up stories about them,” said Belvedere. “I used to pretend they could talk to me.” He felt suddenly embarrassed and shut his mouth. Why did I say that? Only stupid babies talk to buttons.

Mouse was leaning against the desk, peering over Dakar’s shoulder. He looked up at Belvedere and winked. Belvedere relaxed. “Well, now you’ve done it,” said Mouse. “We’ll never get her out of this room now.”

Dakar did seem exceedingly fascinated by the buttons. She’d started sorting them into piles according to what they were made of. Theseus came up beside her and Belvedere gave a little warning shake of his head. Don’t bat at them!

“Dragons looove shiny things,” continued Mouse.

Dakar attempted to elbow him without actually turning around. Mouse dodged away. “You’ll be the only wyvern with a button hoard,” he teased.

“I am not hoarding them!” shot Dakar, but she put her arms around them protectively as Theseus reached out to touch a button with his paw. He had that glazed look in his eyes.

Belvedere spoke sharply. “Theseus, don’t.”

The jaguar gave a little whine. He lay down and put his head on his paws, tail twitching.

“He’ll bat them all over the floor,” explained Belvedere, “under the desk and the wardrobe, and we’ll spend the next quarter watch finding them.”

“How often has that happened?” asked Mouse.

“Er...it might have happened twice,” said Belvedere, embarrassed again.

“But it is so enjoyable,” rumbled the jaguar.

“Mostly for you,” said Belvedere.

Mouse bent down and selected the largest of the buttons—a wooden disk nearly the size of his palm. “Maybe just one?” He sent it spinning across the floor to Theseus, who immediately slapped it back, ears up, eyes bright.

“That might be alright,” allowed Belvedere, “but let’s go in my room. This is my mom’s stuff. I don’t want to break anything.” He bent and started to put the rest of the buttons back into the jar. Dakar assisted reluctantly. Mouse scooped up the large button, and they all trooped next door to Belvedere’s room.

Mouse paused again as they entered. “This is your room?” he muttered.

Belvedere grinned. “All mine! I never had my own room before.” The cabin would have been spacious for an adult grishnard, but it was positively voluminous for a foxling child. It included a large bed, dresser, desk, two comfy chairs, and a walk-in closet.

There was a moment of silence while Belvedere’s guests roamed around the cabin. “Can you even get these drawers open?” asked Mouse, staring up at the dresser.

“Only the bottom one,” admitted Belvedere. “I can sort of get the middle one, but it almost fell on me once, so Mother said not to open it without a grown-up.”

Mouse was still looking at the dresser when Dakar reached into his pocket and snatched out the button. She spun it across the floor, and Theseus went after it. He slapped the button across the room, where it ricocheted off the leg of the bed, off the wall, and then under a bookcase.

“See?” said Belvedere as he dropped to hands and knees to search for the button. Theseus was pacing back and forth, tail twitching.

Mouse spoke, “Dakar, why don’t you show them what you’ve been practicing?”

“Now?”

“Why not?”

Belvedere was still half under the bookcase, and Mouse gave his tail a jerk. “Come on out, Velvet; you’ll want to see this.”

Belvedere emerged, somewhat dusty, just in time to see Dakar dissolve. Her green and red sundress melted into her dark hair and fur, ran together, and reformed into...

Belvedere covered his mouth to stifle a squeak. Dakar had turned into a jaguar. She wasn’t as big as Theseus, maybe two-thirds his size. She looked like a half-grown cub. 

Theseus stared at her. Dakar dipped her head a couple of times in a playful way, and then pounced on his tail. They chased each other around the room, chuffing and fake-growling. Theseus had to be very careful when he played with Belvedere, but Dakar obviously wasn’t fragile. Belvedere was afraid that the two of them might leave claw marks on the floor. He didn’t want to seem like a grumpy host by telling them to stop playing, though, and he was starting to feel anxious when the door opened and Gus stuck his head into the room.

“What’s all that bumping? Are you three rearranging the furniture or...?” He blinked at the two jaguars, who were round-eyed, breathless, and bristling.

Belvedere tried to explain. “The little one is Dakar.”

Mouse cut in, “She’s been practicing jaguars. She wanted it to be a surprise.”

Gus scratched his head. “Well...color me surprised. Um. If you want to run around like that, maybe you should go down to the hold? There’s lots of room down there right now. Just stay away from the guns and light-gas chamber construction. You could play tag all you want.”

Theseus spoke up. “May I show Dakar the crosstrees?”

Gus’s eyes narrowed. “You want to jump around in the crosstrees?”

“Yes.”

“Do you promise not to scratch anything?”

“I will not scratch anything,” said Theseus.

“You know it’s raining outside?”

“Jaguars are waterproof.”

Gus rolled his eyes. “Dakar, can you promise not to scratch?”

She gave a toothy, feline grin. “Yes.”

“Alright,” Gus held the door open, and the two jaguars tore out of the room. 

Mouse started to follow, but Belvedere called him back, “Wait, there was something I wanted to show you.” Belvedere ran to his closet and pushed open the door. Inside sat a grishnard footstool that he’d been using as a workbench. Materials and tools lay scattered around it. Mother had asked him to keep the mess in his closet.

Outside, Belvedere heard the front door open as someone let Theseus and Dakar out into the passage. “We’ll be along in a moment!” called Belvedere. More quietly, he said to Mouse, “Theseus loves to jump through the crosstrees. They’ll do that for a while before going down to the hold.”

Mouse came padding across the room to get a better look into the closet. “Wow.”

On the footstool sat a model ship. It had three masts, but only one sail so far and only a few spars. “Gus gave me the hull,” said Belvedere happily. “He said it’s the best way to learn all the parts of a ship. Marlie drew me a diagram with names. I’ve been sewing the sails. I’m not as good as Mother, but whenever I get stuck, she helps me. Everyone has been giving me scraps from the construction, so I’ve been making masts and spars out of that. I guess I stepped the mast. I didn’t...didn’t actually know what that was called until you said.”

Mouse leaned over the model ship. “It’s beautiful.”

Belvedere took a deep breath and pulled a carved piece of wood out from under the footstool. He continued in a rush, “Someone at the market was carving the hulls, and...and I got this one, and I thought maybe you might like to make one, too? I know the hull by itself doesn’t look like much, but the whole point is making all the pieces. If you don’t want it, I’ll—”

Mouse was already taking the hull from him, turning it over in his hands.

“I’ve got plenty of pieces,” said Belvedere hesitantly. “I thought it might be fun to make two.”

“I’m not sure where I would put it,” said Mouse after a moment. “I don’t have a room. We just sleep in the forecastle...or we did. I guess I’ll still be sleeping there.”

A moment of silence passed while he examined the model ship.

“Are the ocelons going away?” ventured Belvedere.

“Probably.”

Belvedere cocked his head. He thought of Mouse as the leader of the children from the Fang. They couldn’t leave him behind, surely.

“It’s good,” said Mouse into the silence. “Their family was taken up for debt a few years ago. The kids ran, and they didn’t have any way of finding their parents again or of finding relatives on other islands. Now they’ve found some. It’s good.”

He sounded like he was trying to convince himself. Belvedere wasn’t sure what to say.

Mouse shook his ears. “Do you want me to make them stop calling you Velvet?”

“Oh.” Belvedere thought for a moment. “It’s alright.”

Mouse looked at him narrowly. “You sure? I can get them to stop.”

Belvedere smiled. “It feels like they like me better with a nickname.”

Mouse nodded. “We give people nicknames when we like them.”

“It’s alright, then. Do you have a name other than Mouse?”

Mouse rolled his eyes. “Of course I do.”

Belvedere waited, but Mouse did not volunteer his name. Instead, he said, “At least Velvet doesn’t rhyme with Lamire.”

Belvedere smiled.

“Are you going to use Silveo’s name?” asked Mouse.

Belvedere hadn’t thought about it. “I don’t know. Mother never had a last name. She’d make one up sometimes, but we always knew it was just made up.”

“Seems like you’ve got lots of choices now,” said Mouse. “Lamire, Creevy, Keller, Holovar...”

Belvedere gave a nervous laugh. “Do you think it’s weird?”

“Do I think what’s weird?”

“Having so many parents. Or...people who are sort of like parents.”

Mouse was silent for a long moment, running his fingers over the model ship. “I don’t think any amount of parents is weird,” he said at last. “Especially if they care about you.”

Belvedere felt a pang. “Silveo and Gerard care about you.”

Mouse nodded. “I know. I’m lucky.”

Belvedere could almost hear the unspoken words: You’re just luckier. He felt suddenly ashamed of his gigantic bedroom and his five parents and his wealth of last names.

“I spent my whole life wanting a brother,” said Belvedere suddenly. “And Theseus is my brother, but...I don’t think I could ever have too many.”

Mouse flashed him a smile. “Thank you for the ship. I really like it.”

“If you don’t have a place for it on the Fang, you could leave it here,” said Belvedere, “and then come over and work on it. Or...or you could just stay here if you want. I mean, there’s lots of room!”

Mouse’s eyes jerked up from the ship, and he stared at Belvedere. “You’re not...not seriously inviting me to stay here?”

“Why not?” asked Belvedere. “If the ocelons found a new home, you can, too.”

Mouse swallowed, and his eyes dropped into his lap. “I...I like the Fang. It’s— I—”

Belvedere had never actually seen Mouse lose his composure. It was a little unsettling. “Or you can think about it,” he said quickly. “Or you can just come over here to work on the ship.”

Mouse gave a quick nod. Belvedere began to fiddle with some of the pieces on the floor. He was about to suggest that they go look for Theseus and Dakar when Mouse said, “Elliot.”

“Excuse me?”

“That’s my name. At least...it’s the only one I remember.”

“Oh.”

Mouse took a deep breath. “I don’t remember my family. I grew up on the streets of Slag, working with this old grifter.” Mouse glanced at Belvedere, saw that he didn’t understand, and added, “A grifter is a person who tricks other people out of their money. A little kid makes a good partner—everything from begging to crawling through windows to distracting a target while someone else picks their pocket. The grifter was a foxling, too, but I’m pretty sure he was no relation. He wasn’t exactly cruel to me, but he was a terrible drunk and not always good at protecting me from worse people.” 

Mouse licked his lips. “Silveo was the only foxling I ever heard of who amounted to anything. I lost my tail trying to get near him a couple of years ago. After that...I decided I’d better help myself, because nobody else was going to, so I left the grifter and joined that group of ocelon kids. They’d lost their family recently, and they didn’t know their way around the street like I did. I showed up and acted like I knew what I was doing, so they followed me. We had some good times.”

Belvedere cocked his head. He had assumed that Mouse and the ocelons had grown up together or at least had a long history. But that’s not true at all.

Mouse continued in a near-whisper. “I have no idea what happened to my parents. They could be down there in the harbor right now, and I wouldn’t know them. I don’t think they would know me.”

Belvedere swallowed. “Well...if you want a last name, you can have one of mine.”

Mouse gave a choking laugh.

Belvedere continued with a little more confidence. “I graciously gift you with any of my last names! Or all of them! They’re like brothers; you can never have too many!”

Mouse laughed harder. 

“Also, a model ship and all the food. Seriously, why were you putting food in your pockets? We’ve got extra.”

Mouse winced. “Because you never know when you’re going to see food again? I know it’s stupid. I just...it’s really hard for me to not do that when I see extra food. Silveo says it’s just part of being a street kid. He comes in and takes all of the half-rotten scraps out of our lockers every few days and never scolds us about it. Which is good, because I think the boson would like to throttle us.” Mouse took a deep breath. “Throttle me. It’ll just be me now.”

“No, it won’t,” said Belvedere. “Dakar’s there, and I’m here, and Theseus is the best brother ever; you’ll see.”

Mouse gave him an uncertain smile. “Thank you, Velvet. Belvedere. Thank you for the model ship. It’s amazing. I do think I’d better leave it with you for now, though.” He set the hull carefully back under the footstool.

Belvedere bounced to his feet. “Come on, Elliot! Let’s go play in the hold.”

Mouse harrumphed as he got to his feet. “Do not call me that.”

Belvedere giggled. “Alright, Mouse. Theseus and Dakar will swat that big button all over the hold. There’s loads of empty space down there, but I bet they’ll still lose it under something.” 

They were laughing as they ran out of the room and Belvedere thought, You can have all the food and all the names and all the parents if you’ll just stay and be my friend. You won’t be alone. You’ll see.
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This story is for Mistie. It would not exist if she hadn’t painted such a beautiful kestrel.
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I won an airship! Silas woke, slumped against Percy’s shoulder. He blinked at the party lights and music, people dancing... He had a moment of vertigo, as though he were reliving a memory. “I won an airship.” This time he said it out loud. 

Percy was sipping a drink with his other hand, the one that wasn’t around Silas. “You’ve said that a few times.”

Silas frowned. “Card game?”

“No, that was twenty years ago. This time, it was a boarding action.”

“Oh.” Silas’s head cleared a little. He saw that the arm around him did not include a hand. Twenty years ago, it did. “I think I drooled on your shirt.”

“It’s alright.” But Percy turned to look anyway, and they were suddenly nose-to-nose. “Don’t worry; I’m not going to kiss you.”

Silas laughed. He tried to sit up straight and nearly fell off the bench. Percy caught him. “I’ve got a mug of water here with your name on it.”

Silas accepted the water. “Where’s Anaroo?”

“She came over a little while ago with Gwain and some of her zed friends. She said to tell you not to worry, to enjoy yourself, and that she might be out late.”

Silas nodded. “How late is it now?” He could tell that the dancers had thinned, but quite a few people were still drinking and visiting.

“A little after midnight,” said Percy. “I think the castle is offering guestrooms. Do you want one?”

Silas shook his head. The energy from earlier in the evening was returning. I have an airship! He wanted to do something. “We found the maintenance passage to the second gearbox this afternoon,” he said suddenly. “Also, there’s a ballonet port access room amidships that has a glass ceiling with fake stars.”

“Gods,” said Percy, “it is a fancy ship.”

Silas bounced to his feet, nearly upsetting the card table in front of them. “I’ve been trying to calculate its weight-to-lift ratio; it’s hellish complicated. Carpenters are installing a light-gas capture chamber in our hold, and I need to know what weight of glass she can handle. Come see what you think.”

Percy raised one eyebrow at him. He was dressed the way he’d used to when they’d gone out to clubs and parties during the off-season—lavender waistcoat and gold brocade, lacy collar and cuffs. He looked more like himself than Silas could remember him looking for a long time. “You’re still drunk,” observed Percy.

“So are you,” shot Silas.

Percy snickered. “I have never been in a less fit state to calculate a lift ratio.”

“Then let’s go look at the room with stars and the light-gas capture chamber!”

Percy shrugged and stood up, pausing to steady himself on the card table. “Why not? Let’s go fall off a catwalk in your new airship, Silas.”

Silas’s enthusiasm was infectious. By the time a castle griffin had dropped them off on the stateroom balcony, Percy was asking more questions, reminiscing about previous ships and previous parties. They made a whirlwind tour of the Cormorant, Silas pointing out some of the compartments and features that Percy hadn’t yet seen. “We keep finding things! It’s so cleverly constructed... My cabin actually has a secret walk-in safe!”

“You’re kidding.”

“No, it’s behind the mirror.”

They ran along the catwalks and corridors, crawled inside the gearbox, shouted at each other across the hold, tried to do math in their heads, failed, examined the fire ducts, admired the scaffold for the light-gas capture chamber, and paced beneath the bellies of the massive airbladders in their separate compartments. The ship was practically empty, with only a handful of night watch on deck and one in the keelhead basket.

At the very back of the hold, Percy spotted a doorknob peeking from behind a pile of crates. “What’s that?”

Silas squinted. “Not sure. The crates are full of gunpowder and shot. We only started shifting them today.”

Percy cocked his head. “Odd place to put a supply closet.”

Silas backed up, trying to get a better look at the doorframe, but it was mostly hidden by boxes. “Let’s move these and see.”

He thought for a moment that Percy would refuse—would point out for the millionth time that he didn’t have a left hand. But Percy was still glowing from alcohol and their mad dash around the ship and seemed to have almost forgotten his injury. In the end, it was not so much Percy’s lack of a hand as his lack of upper body strength from long illness that nearly made them drop a crate. Silas thought for a moment that Percy might end up with broken toes to go with his missing hand. But at last they managed, huffing and puffing, to clear the door.

It was definitely not a supply closet. Carved swans curled around the doorframe, and a pair of cormorants entwined their necks over the lintel. The door was locked, but Silas found the key on the ring he’d inherited with the ship. It had a matching cormorant in the metalwork. “I’ve been wondering what this opens.”

Percy laughed nervously as Silas turned the key in the lock. “I’ve been living on waterborne ships for so long... A door in the hold seems like it ought to open onto the ocean.”

“Hold your breath,” said Silas as he swung the door inward.

It did not open onto the ocean, but onto something that seemed almost as strange. Silas blinked as his eyes adjusted to the gloom. This was obviously a pleasure cabin, intended for the ship’s owner or honored guest. The stern window—made of the clearest cabin glass Silas had ever seen—covered one wall and wrapped all the way around the floor, giving a breathtaking view of the harbor lights. The cabin furniture had been designed to line the walls, leaving the glass floor as a centerpiece. A handful of chairs were scattered tastefully around the main viewing window, including a chaise lounge of luxuriously curling wood, upholstered in richly patterned fabric.

Silas guessed that the jagers hadn’t disturbed this cabin at all. It’s too far from duty for officers and too fine for ordinary sailors. From the faintly dusty look of the beds and furniture, nobody had stayed here in a long time.

Percy walked slowly across the glass floor, his hand in the pocket of his long-tailed jacket. “Well...this surely was meant for a king. Amadae had royal patrons.” Percy stopped in front of the stern window. “What a view.”

Silas was searching for a lighter for the lamps, but he couldn’t find one among the dust on the desk. “Don’t bother with that,” said Percy. “Just come look.”

Silas came to stand beside him. Blue moon shone over the bay. Red moon had set, and the stars looked brilliant and close in the velvet dome of the sky. Ship lights winked below, mingling with cheerful festival lights in the harbor and town.

“If someone had told you twenty years ago that we’d be standing here today, would you have believed them?” asked Percy.

Silas snorted. “Would you?”

Percy didn’t answer. Outside, a beautiful jungle pegasus glided across their field of vision. Its mane and tail fanned as it banked, blue and gold feathers gleaming in the starlight.

“I missed you so much when you left,” murmured Percy. “I wrote you so many letters I never sent.”

“Me, too.”

Percy glanced at him. “No, you didn’t.”

“I did. Pages of them.”

Percy looked back out at the bay.

“One of the many useful things about poppy,” said Silas slowly, “is that it blunts my sense of smell.”

Percy frowned. “Is your nose...like an ocelon’s?” he ventured.

“I suppose.” Silas licked his lips. He’d never tried to talk about this before. “It almost gave me away a few times. I had to teach myself not to mention things that seemed obvious to me—things I knew by scent. Smoking poppy or tobacco took the edge off it.”

Percy looked at him curiously. “Is it coming back now?”

Silas nodded. “Everyone has a signature scent to me. It’s not something I think about much. Everyone has their own hair color, skin color, eye color. To me, they also have their own scent. Those scents aren’t good or bad in themselves, but I tend to form...” He struggled for words. “Associations. Good or bad associations over time.”

“You’re going to tell me that I smell like failure and missed opportunities, aren’t you?” Percy spoke jokingly, but Silas winced.

“No. I was going to say that you remind me of happy times.” It was more complicated than that, but Silas wasn’t sure how to articulate it. Percy had always represented a strange combination of comradery and competition, excitement and risk, danger and opportunity. “It might be because I haven’t been around you much since I was hardly more than a teenager,” said Silas, “but your scent reminds me of being...young.” Gods, we were so young. “Of having my whole life ahead of me...so many choices...of being carefree. A lot of good memories.”

Percy looked touched. His ears dropped in an unconscious expression of pleasure and embarrassment. He turned towards Silas, started to say something, stumbled. 

Silas leaned over and kissed him. He’d meant to follow this with, “Now we’re even,” but he couldn’t find a suitable point to disengage. Percy was leaning into him. Silas brought one hand up to Percy’s shoulder—bony under his expensive coat—and paused long enough to say, “You have got to stop smoking poppy.”

Percy gave a breathless giggle. “Whatever you say, Silas.”

Then they were kissing again—warm and wet, with the sort of unpremeditated enthusiasm that only alcohol could provide. Percy’s scent was all around him, and Silas felt eighteen. This is what we should have done the night I won the Albatross.

Percy was quivering with obvious pleasure, but he didn’t seem able to completely relax. Silas drew back a fraction. “Is that enough? You want me to stop?”

Percy was flushed and bright-eyed, and in that moment, he looked more alive than he had in months. “What? No! I just...” His eyes flicked away. “I don’t know where I’m allowed to put my hand.”

Silas felt a stab of old guilt. “Put it anywhere you like, Percy.” This is me saying, “I’m sorry.” Surely you can see that.

Then Percy was really in his arms, untucking his shirt, a warm hand against the bare skin of his back.

Some part of Silas’s mind whispered, This is a lot more than “I’m sorry.” But he pushed that away. How often do you get to revisit an evening you deeply regret? How often do you get to change the ending?

Silas left Percy’s mouth to plant a hard kiss just under his jaw. He allowed the rough back half of his tongue to graze the sensitive skin above Percy’s racing pulse. Percy let out a startled gasp and his hand clamped convulsively around Silas’s waist, bringing their hips together.

With their bodies pressed so tightly against each other, a few things became obvious. Silas was not surprised to learn that Percy found this situation stimulating, but he was a little surprised to realize exactly how much he was enjoying himself. First time for everything, I suppose. Gus would be so proud. 

No, whispered the voice in his head. You have to stop now or someone will get hurt.

Silas stopped. “I can’t.”

Percy rested his forehead against Silas’s, eyes closed, breathing deeply. “I know. S-sorry.”

“Don’t apologize.” Silas brought one hand up behind Percy’s neck so that he couldn’t pull away. “You of all people do not need to apologize.”

Percy opened his eyes, golden in the starlight. “Anaroo is a good mate for you. You’re happy; I can see that.”

Silas gave a startled laugh. “Anaroo doesn’t care about this.”

Percy looked at him in frank disbelief. Silas let go of him and took a step back. “No, really, I wouldn’t have... I’d never have done that if I thought she’d be upset.” He actually felt himself blush. “In Anaroo’s tribe...intimacy didn’t count unless there was a woman involved.”

Percy barked a laugh. “You’re joking!”

“I’m not! She had several male mates who were...friendly with each other. She doesn’t think there’s anything strange about it at all.”

Percy looked skeptical.

“I asked her!”

“Then how did they—? Wait, you asked her?”

Let’s not dwell on the implications of that. “Yes. Percy...” Silas took a deep breath. “I’m not in love with you.” And you are in love with me. And I know I’ve used that shamelessly in the past, but I’ve got to stop. It’s cruel.

Percy’s eyes dropped. Suddenly they were two people as separate as moons, and the space between them might as well have been an ocean. Silas could not possibly have felt Percy’s heartbeat against his tongue a moment ago. It was not a thing that could happen in this universe.

“I know,” whispered Percy.

Silas let out a long breath. “I care about you. I do love you, but not—”

“I know,” interrupted Percy. “I’m not stupid, Silas.” He looked up and smiled—a little sad, but, strangely, also a little smug. “It’s enough.”

Silas stared at him. He didn’t feel eighteen anymore. He felt every bit of forty-two...and that feeling was so much more complicated. 

Percy looked back towards the harbor lights. “It’s enough,” he repeated. “And if Anaroo doesn’t mind, I will stand here and kiss you as long as you’re in the mood.” He glanced down at his hand. “I’ll be your engineer, too, but I really think that’s a decision you should consider when you’re sober.”

“I am sober,” murmured Silas. He’d been only a little tipsy when they reached the cabin, and it was completely gone now.

Percy flashed him a sad smile. “We’d better go, then.”

Silas closed the distance between them. Percy looked startled, but he didn’t move away. Silas took him gently by the shoulders and backed him up to the chaise lounge. He gave Percy a shove that tipped him over into the lushly padded chair, and then settled down on top of him, kissing and nuzzling. 

Percy reacted with gratifying intensity. He gasped against Silas’s ear, tried to struggle up against him, but it was difficult with only one forearm. Silas realized that Percy was trying to get a hand under his shirt again. He really wants to touch my skin. Silas leaned back on his knees, peeled the shirt off over his head, and threw it across the room. He’d only meant to get rid of it, but when he looked back down, Percy was watching him with such an intoxicated expression that it made Silas feel warm all the way down to his toes. What did I ever do to deserve such admiration?

Silas had never been attracted to Percy in precisely the way he sensed Percy was attracted to him. However, there was something undeniably arousing about having this much power over another man. He could feel Percy’s erection pressing against his thigh as he settled back down on top of him. It wouldn’t take much to finish this. 

“Of course we’re not going anywhere,” said Silas aloud. “Obviously, I need to do something about this crush of yours.”

Percy rolled his eyes and tried to muster indignation. “I had a crush on you.”

“Had, really? In the past?”

“Yes, I got over it.”

“I can tell by the way you’re vibrating.”

“Fuck you, Silas.”

“I’m pretty sure you want that the other way around.” He shifted position, so that he could run his fingers over Percy’s erection through his trousers. Percy’s body jerked. The hand that was exploring the muscles of Silas’s back moved up and locked around his neck. Percy buried his face against Silas’s shoulder and whimpered.

“What was that?”

Percy mumbled against his skin, “Whatever you say, Silas.”

Silas considered just rubbing a little longer. But it seemed anticlimactic and a little tawdry with all their clothes on. We are not actually eighteen. I am a godsdamned airship captain. Silas wasn’t sure how he would feel when the clothes came off, however. It’s about to become really obvious that I don’t know what I’m doing.

He moved his hand to the top of Percy’s trousers and was immediately foiled by an unfamiliar system of clasps and buttons. “No wonder you have such a hard time getting dressed with one hand,” grumbled Silas after a moment’s fumbling. “I can’t even get you undressed with two.”

Percy collapsed back onto the chaise, laughing. “It’s just the kind of clothes I like.”

“You should consider having them retailored,” said Silas, who’d risen into an undignified crouch. 

“Let me help,” said Percy. “And let me sit up a little. My back is killing me in this position.”

“Really? Mine, too.”

“Gods, we’re old!”

“I know! Here, sit up and take your clothes off like an adult. I can tear them off you, but that might be a very expensive thrill.”

Percy sat up and stretched. “It would be a thrill. Also, very expensive.”

“Why didn’t we do this twenty years ago?”

“I have no idea! I kept trying to tell you!”

They moved to the bed. Percy stripped off his coat and waistcoat, and then shimmied out of his trousers. He did not seem self-conscious about his erection, but he did hesitate to take off his shirt. Silas had not seen the stump of Percy’s arm since the day Marlie cut it off. In spite of the poppy, he’d howled like an animal in a trap when she sawed through the bone. Silas had helped to hold him down. He’d held Percy’s hand, too, although he doubted Percy remembered. I hope he doesn’t remember any of it.

The cut had been just below the elbow. I will never hear you play the cello again. The idea still made him sad.

“You don’t have to take your shirt off if you don’t want to,” said Silas quickly. 

Percy did not meet his eyes. “Do you want me to?”

Are you asking whether I’m disgusted? Silas lifted the shirt off over Percy’s head. Percy didn’t struggle, but he kept his eyes down. Silas caught a glimpse of his stump—twisted skin like a burn injury. Silas put his arms around Percy—partially so that he wouldn’t feel stared at and partially because the room was a little cold for nakedness. “Bed?”

They crawled under the silk sheets and down comforter. The bed was much more comfortable than the chaise. After a bit more kissing, Percy said slyly, “Why do you still have your trousers on?”

Silas squirmed. “Because this is about you, not me?”

“Well, I don’t see how you’re going to fuck me that way.”

“What?”

“I mean...if we’re doing what I want.”

“Oh. Oh, Percy, no.”

“Why not?”

“Because...because I might hurt you.”

“I’ve done it before. I’ll tell you what to—”

“With a leon? Or a leopon?”

Percy drew back a little. “So your cock really does have spines?”

“Yes, of course it does! I’m a godsdamned leon!”

Percy looked fascinated. “Can I see?”

“Well...”

“Leons and leopons can still have sex with men. I’ve talked to people who—”

“That’s as may be, Percy, but I am not going to experiment with you right now.” This is enough of an experiment already.

“Well, at least let me see it.” Percy sat up, half-shrouded in blankets, eyes glittering.

Silas felt irritated by his own embarrassment. “Fine.” He sat up and began unfastening his trousers. 

“I suppose you did spend a lot of time worrying that your cock would get you killed?” ventured Percy.

“Or my ship taken away,” muttered Silas. “It kept me from friends, from lovers, from ever being touched—” He broke off as Percy’s hand slid around his waist from behind and caressed him with a confidence that assured Silas it was not his first time.

Percy leaned against his back, his chin on Silas’s shoulder. “Well, let’s do something about that.”

A welter of emotions flickered through Silas. “No one touched me for twenty years,” he managed. “And suddenly it’s like everyone wants to.”

“Everyone always wanted to, Silas,” purred Percy in his ear. “You just don’t pay attention.”

Silas struggled for breath. You are really good at this. “You’ve got my attention now.”

“I know. It’s glorious. Lie down.”

“What are you—?”

“Please?”

Silas lay down. Percy crouched over him, but he kept fondling and caressing, so that Silas hardly felt as though he were being examined. “They’re not exactly sharp,” muttered Percy, “but I would certainly notice that inside me. You could hurt somebody if you went too fast.”

“I am well aware—” began Silas and then Percy started licking him. After a quarter watch of partial arousal, a warm, wet tongue felt amazing.

“Oh, gods, Percy...” His hands knotted in the bedsheets. It wasn’t long before the pleasure cascaded to an exquisite peak that spread through his middle like warm syrup. Silas bucked without meaning to, felt a moment’s confused panic, and then Percy spread a warm hand on his belly as though to say, “It’s alright.” 

Silas let himself relax. When the tension had drained away, he opened his eyes. Percy had crawled back up beside him and was watching him with a little smile. “You are such a tease.”

Silas rolled over and cuddled up, feeling warm and dozy, and extremely accommodating. He brushed a strand of hair out of Percy’s eyes, put his mouth against his ear, and murmured, “What do you want me to do, Percy? I’ll try to fuck you if you want...after this wears off. ”

Percy snuggled even closer. “Just do what you were doing before.” He slid his arms around Silas’s neck and tucked his head against his shoulder.

Silas scooted Percy’s hips closer, tangled their legs together, and began stroking his cock with one hand—strangely smooth and so very, very hard. Putting your mouth on me wasn’t a chore, then. He was also leaking everywhere. Well, at least that’s familiar. “You’re as wet as a girl.”

Percy’s arm tightened around Silas’s neck and his cock twitched. 

You like it when I tease you? 

Firm strokes. Panting. You are so close, I could probably breathe on you and push you over the edge. Silas paused, and some perverse part of his mind prompted him to murmur, “Say please.”

Percy made a choking whimper and babbled, “Please, please, please, Silas, you sadistic bastard, yes, please.”

Two more firm strokes, and Percy climaxed so hard that he nearly hit Silas in the chin. One short toweling off later, and they lay curled up in the warm bed. “Are we going to sleep here?” asked Percy.

“Don’t see why not,” yawned Silas. “Nobody knows this cabin exists.”

Percy groaned. “It’s probably only a quarter watch until dawn.”

“Well, nobody will wake us up.”

Silas could feel the weight of contented exhaustion pushing him down. On the edge of sleep, he heard Percy murmur, “I love you, Silas. No matter how you feel about me.”

“I love you, too, Percy.” Some fuzzy part of his brain told him to qualify the statement, but he didn’t. The world is full of complicated things...like airships. The way I feel about you is one of them.
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The griffin Felbane stands on the cliffs overlooking the harbor of Whileaway—the largest of the Sunkissed Isles. He stands well back amid the trees, staring at the delicate line of horizon—blue on white on blue.

He cannot see the beach at this angle. He knows that if he moves forward and looks away to his left, he will see the Fang on the distant edge of the harbor, being careened in drydock. People will be busy around her, scraping her hull and preparing it for the new copper bottom that has already been paid for. The Cormorant will be visible in that direction, too, floating a little out from the bay.

Directly below, Felbane will see white sand, driftwood, and tide pools. The tide is low. The beach will be wide, the water shallow for a long way out. He will see all of this and more if he takes a few steps forward, if he leaves the trees, if he stands on the edge of the cliff with the sun full on his face and the wind in his feathers.

At his side, his friend, the winged wolf Tzu makes a soft chittering noise and looks up at him. “They’re waiting,” she whispers.

Still, Felbane does not move. He does not know how to express himself. He is afraid that if he opens his mouth, the words that will come out will be, “I can’t.”

It has been almost a year since that terrifying day when the court-trained war griffin, Alsair, attacked him while carrying four riders out of harm’s way on Lecklock. Felbane couldn’t fight back without sending his passengers to their deaths. In the ensuing scuffle, Felbane’s wing was broken. The pain had been blinding. But he’d been lucky. If Gerard hadn’t been there, the griffin would probably have killed him.

The wing had started to heal over the summer. Felbane had flown again, but roughly, unevenly. He limped through the air where once he had soared. And it hurt. It hurt all the time.

Gerard and Silveo had found a healer for him on Mance—a trained beast-healer. Two of them, in fact, although Phineas knew more about griffins. Phineas explained that the only way Felbane would ever fly straight again was to rebreak the wing and set it correctly.

Felbane has mercifully little memory of this event. He endured it in a poppy-induced haze and woke with his wing bandaged against his body. “You must not pick at the bandage,” Phineas told him. “You must not fly until it is healed. I will help you exercise your wings when the time comes.”

Felbane bobbed his head. He is obedient. He never tells them that he dreams night after night of the pit.

In the dream, it is always the first time. His captors turn him loose after months in a cage, and Felbane believes—oh, how he believes!—that he is free. He flings himself into the sky. He spreads wings that have never failed him and fixes his eyes on the boundless blue. His juvenile body uncoils in a leap that would bring him to the top of most buildings, even without wings. He flaps madly.

And he falls. He plunges hard into the dirt, bewildered and betrayed.

He hears hoofbeats. Next second, something catches him painfully around the neck. He is dragged through the dirt, thrashing and choking.

The dragging stops, and the cord around his neck loosens. Felbane gasps for air. He is hurt and confused, and the idea that he cannot fly is causing a drumbeat of terror in his skull. He opens watering eyes and sees an unknown creature pacing around him, laughing and calling to the crowd. Felbane will learn, later, that it is a centaur—a rare species from a distant land. This one makes his living in the fighting pit, risking his life for money, killing various contenders for the sport of those who watch.

The centaur and the crowd are shouting in a language that Felbane cannot understand. He is so very afraid. He jumps up and tries again to fly. This time, something curls around a hindleg and jerks him to the ground even harder. 

It’s a whip. The centaur has a battle whip. He gives Felbane a casual flick across the rump, demonstrating his fine control, leaving stinging pain and a trickle of blood. He could have choked Felbane to death already, dragging him, but he’s putting on a show for the crowd.

Felbane knows that he should turn and fight for his life, but his instincts are screaming at him to fly away. There’s no roof over his head, and the sky is right there... He runs from the centaur, jumping into the air repeatedly, flapping and falling. The centaur gallops after him, wielding his whip expertly, laying stripes of blood across Felbane’s tawny fur and black feathers. 

“You can’t fly, idiot,” growls the centaur in heavily accented grishnard. “Nobody wants to watch me chase you around like some scared kitten. Stand and fight, coward!”

Felbane is a scared kitten. He’s a half-grown cub, numb with the demise of his bonded family, bewildered by his nightmare journey to this place, and panicking at the loss of his most basic natural ability.

In a burst of nerves and desperation, he flings himself at the stadium wall and manages to get his paws over the lip. He’s about to scramble into the first row of seats. Shelts are scattering. Two hunti with spears are hurrying forward.

Before they can strike him, the centaur’s whip curls around Felbane’s body again and jerks. Felbane sets his claws in the wooden lip of the stadium wall. He turns in mid-air as the centaur pulls him free.

The centaur is standing too close to the wall. He has no time to correct. He must have forgotten that even terrified juvenile griffins have beaks like knives.

Felbane’s beak buries itself in the centaur’s neck. The centaur screams, but not for long.

That is how Felbane makes his first kill in the fighting pit, how he earns the right to live for more than a single event. His captors soon put a harness on him to prevent even the clipped-wing flapping that had brought him to the top of the stadium wall.

For the next red month, Felbane continues to forget that he cannot fly. He tries instinctively to open his wings in moments of fear or anxiety. He jumps into the air and falls. He dreams of flying. He wakes straining against the harness. 

The straps chafe Felbane bloody at the beginning. He is lucky, though. He develops calluses and not blisters, bald spots and not blood poisoning. They never take the harness off. Not even at night. Not even when Felbane is sick or injured. Not even when his owners think he may die. They let out the straps twice as he grows, but by the time a tall grishnard galley slave steps into the pit, no one has adjusted Felbane’s harness in almost a year. He has not opened his wings in two years. He has almost forgotten that he has them.

Felbane has forgotten other things, too. The harness might as well have been a muzzle. Words bring blows and hungry days spent in darkness, so he has stopped using them. Felbane eats only what he kills in the pit—whatever pieces he can gobble before he’s driven back to his cage. He thinks only of his next fight, his next meal. He fights other beasts, mostly, and they are not clever. They are hungry and vicious, like Felbane. Sometimes, he is presented with shelts to fight. They think they are clever, but Felbane knows their ways. He is valuable now, with patrons who bet on him, so his opponents are rarely given good weapons.

But when Gerard steps into the pit and tries to talk to him, Felbane knows something is different. Most opponents do not speak to Felbane, except to hurl taunts. When Dakar jumps into the pit, Felbane becomes worried. No one has ever jumped from the stadium wall before. She should be injured. She isn’t. This is new, and nothing new is ever good.

Gerard keeps trying to talk to him. When they manage to vault onto his back, Felbane thinks he is about to die. Gerard is still talking, but Felbane does not register the meaning. It has been so long since he’s heard grishnard. “Felbane, I’m cutting through your harness. There, it’s done.”

And then Gerard says the words that penetrate Felbane’s confusion and fear. “You can fly.”

Felbane understands. He understands, and he is angry. This is the cruelest of cruel lies. He remembers jumping and falling. He remembers straining against the unforgiving harness. The centaur’s mocking voice whispers in his head. “You can’t fly, idiot.”

Felbane jumps and twists, intending to fling the grishnards off his back. Something gives when he jumps—something unexpected. He sucks in a breath to shriek or roar, and it is a deeper breath than he has taken in a long time. Something is different, and new things are always bad. Felbane is afraid.

And yet he jumps again. His instincts prompt him to push—push with the wings he does not have, the wings he has not had since he was a half-grown cub. He is astonished by the height of his own jump. The harness flops around him.

The crowd is roaring—an angry sound. Pain explodes under his right foreleg. A javelin. He is going to die. They are going to kill him.

“You can fly.”

I can’t.

The pain of the javelin under his leg is excruciating. Another javelin will soon follow, and this one will pierce his heart.

“You can fly.”

Felbane fixes his eyes on the blue as he has done hundreds of times before in this pit. And, for reasons he does not fully understand, he tries. He really tries. One last time.

His wings fling pieces of the harness in all directions. Black and gold feathers fill the air—feathers that have grown long again, unclipped. 

He flies.

For three glorious seasons, he flies. His weakened muscles grow strong. He flies with Tzu, with Dakar, with other griffins.

And then he doesn’t. Because his wing is broken. He is broken. Of course he is. Because he knew—knew—it was too good to last. The dressing reminds him of the harness. He has not dreamed of the pit since his first nights of freedom, but now he dreams of it over and over, straining to open wings that are bound.

He tells himself that he is very lucky. The ocelot kittens are entertaining company. Tzu comes to visit him, and they talk of hunting together in the Sunkissed Isles as though he will ever fly again. Dakar visits him. Silveo comes almost every day, even when he is very busy. Gerard introduces Felbane to the castle griffins on Holovarus. One of the females is even friendly with him. Felbane has never had a mate. She seems impressed by his size and unconcerned about his broken wing, which will not be passed to her young.

Felbane is lucky. He knows he is lucky even if he never flies again. He has been reconciled to his land-bound state once before in much worse circumstances. His mind accepts it as an ordinary griffin’s might not. He has known since he was a cub that the sky was lost to him. His three seasons in the air were a gift—a pleasant dream.

The dressing has been off for two yellow months now. Phineas has helped him exercise his wings—first daily, then twice a day, then three times a day. Felbane is obedient. He flaps when instructed. He does not argue or try to fly.

Phineas finally gives him permission. Still Felbane does not try. He says he will try tomorrow. He says this for six days. Phineas is growing concerned. He suggests that Felbane go to the top of the cliff and fly down. He won’t have the strain of taking off that way. It will be an easy first flight. He can just glide if he likes.

Felbane says that he will, but he doesn’t. When Tzu finds out, she goes visiting around the ships. Next morning, there’s a whole group of people politely asking when they should come down to the beach to watch. Felbane glares at Tzu, but she looks at him with her big bat eyes and behaves as though she doesn’t understand. “You have promised we will hunt together,” she says.

Felbane considers telling her that he has killed any number of things on the ground. But he doesn’t say it because he is too nervous. She walks with him all the way up to the cliff overlooking the beach. When he hesitates under the trees, she says nothing. After a while, she starts to groom.

Felbane looks at the blue sky framed through the jungle canopy ahead, at the sunlit edge of the cliff. “They’re waiting,” whispers Tzu at last.

Felbane says nothing.

“Does it hurt?” asks Tzu softly.

Felbane thinks for a long moment. “It hurts to try and fail.”

Tzu hops onto his shoulder. She weighs practically nothing. She begins grooming his ears. “You will not fail.”

Felbane sits down on the path. “I know I am lucky.”

Tzu gives a snort of laughter.

“It is enough.”

“No, it isn’t.” She answers so quickly it surprises him. 

Felbane didn’t really expect her to understand what he means. It is enough to be loved and safe and fed. It is greedy to ask for more.

“You can fly,” she whispers in his ear.

Felbane shakes his head. He remembers jumping and falling over and over, landing in the dirt more times than he can count. The pain of failure was always worse than the pain of the fall. No sky. No wind. Just the dirt. The centaur whispers in his mind, “You cannot fly.”

But he did. He did for three seasons.

Feeling light with terror, Felbane walks to the edge of the cliff. The ground is so far down—so much farther than the edge of the stadium. His eagle eyes catch a rapid movement. Belvedere, Mouse, and Dakar are crouching beside a tide pool. Theseus is belly-deep in the water. He’s caught something. The children jump up, waving madly, when they see Felbane. He is sure that Dakar would like to fly with him, but she needs to keep her secrets here, so she probably won’t.

Phineas and Arton are on the beach not far from the children. The remaining ocelot kitten is with them. Felbane catches sight of Gerard and Silveo, walking in the direction of the Fang. They stop and wave, calling encouragement.

Felbane swallows.

Tzu leaps off his head—flapping round and round in the clear, sea air. “Come on!” she shouts. “It’s perfect! Come on!”

Felbane’s heart is hammering out of his chest. He stares at the sky. Not for me, not for me, not for me. The centaur is laughing in his head.

Gerard’s voice from long ago: “You can fly.”

Felbane stares down at his friends, then out at Tzu, flapping in wild circles, pushed by the wind, but unafraid. Felbane could carry her—faster and smoother than she could ever fly herself, because she is a bat and not a griffin. He could...

Felbane opens his massive black and gold wings and fixes his eyes on the blue summer sky, on his friend calling to him. He feels the sun on his face and the wind pushing against the great sails that are his wings. 

He jumps. And flies.

Thank you for reading Pirates of Wefrivain Book 4!

The story concludes in Book 5: The Cormorant

Gerard and Silveo have joined forces with Gwain to find Gwain’s father in the distant Pendalon Mountains. Leopaard Maijha was driven from his home as a result of their actions, and they want to deliver the message that it’s safe to return. They’ve sailed from the Small Kingdoms in company with the airship Cormorant, but plan to part ways in the Sunkissed Isles.

Goodbyes on the peaceful tropical beaches will be bittersweet, and everyone is looking forward to some time in port before departure. However, a deposed grishnard king has turned up in the Sunkissed Isles with gold, soldiers, and a desire to retake his kingdom. He thinks an airship will be the perfect tool for the job...if he can only find a way to control her captain, Silas Ackleby.

Start reading...

Curious about what these characters look like? You can get a free comic version of the “Professionals” short story, along with Chapter 1 of the novel, by joining Abigail Hilton’s newsletter. 
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Shelt Species of Wefrivain
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Glossary
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blue month: one cycle of blue moon, usually 30 to 90 days.

canid: any creature in the canine family, either two-legged or four-legged, including canine-type shelts, such as foxlings.

cowry catchers: manatee shelts.

fauns: shelts with hooves.

felid: any creature in the cat family, either two-legged or four-legged, including cat-type shelts, such as grishnards.

nauns: shelts with neither hooves nor paws, e.g. manatee shelts and seal shelts.

panauns: shelts with paws.

red month: one cycle of red moon, about 60 days.

shelt: a two-legged creature having a humanoid body from the waist up and resembling some kind of animal from the waist down. Shelts have pointed, tufted ears.

watch: a period of time approximately four hours long. Shelts count four watches for the day and two watches for the night.

yellow month: one cycle of yellow moon, about 15 days.
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