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   A BRIEF WORD ABOUT CHILDREN…
 
    
 
   Children are strange and complicated creatures.  They are uniquely amazing in that they lack the capacity to be amazed.  Grown-ups, and parents in particular, simply cannot comprehend this quality and so they cling to the idea of ‘childlike wonder’, stubbornly oblivious to every child’s utter lack of same.  Grown-ups believe that imagination is a child’s way of world-building, a means of blurring a reality which strikes them at every corner with wonder and amazement.  It isn’t, and they don’t.  Children actually imagine very little.  What they do is every bit as strange, though.  
 
   They accept.  Without reservation.  Without question.  Without limitation.
 
   A child accepts the idea of Mom and Dad and Santa Claus and God and dinosaurs and dragons and electricity and the internet and Harry Potter and Captain Crunch and Kermit the Frog and electric cars and little biting dogs and butterflies and tadpoles that turn into frogs with legs and oceans and deserts and space and stars and, yes, even the octopus.  A child accepts all these things and what adults perceive as amazement and imagination is really just a child’s boundless ability to believe in everything.
 
   This, incidentally, is the reason why a child can have just as much fun with a cardboard box as with the toy that came in it.  In a child’s mind, there is no fundamental difference.  The reality of a walking robot dog is really, on that very basic level of pure belief, no more or less fantastic than the reality of the box itself.
 
   This is, as previously stated, incomprehensible to the adult mind.  Incomprehensible and vaguely offensive.  And so adults force amazement down in great, steaming double-handfuls on the heads of their offspring, bombarding them with Barney and Little Einstein and Mr. Wizard and all those other pastel-colored, singing and dancing idols that can be collectively summed up as “Whimsy, dammit!”  And children, who are very small and yet very wise, and who are also not a bit amazed, obediently pretend to be, because children are quite good in their own small way at guessing what adults want.
 
   All of which is necessary for you to know in order to understand that although Taryn MacTavish was surprised and interested and delighted by the great events that set the wheels of her future life in motion, she was not amazed.  In her adult life, she would not understand that.  And, if you are reading this while you are a grown-up, you probably won’t either.
 
   But that’s all right.  Read on.
 
   


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   1.  The Library
 
    
 
   Taryn was six the day she got her very own library card.  Specifically, she was six and sixteen days, but it was really a birthday present, and in Taryn’s opinion, it was the best one.  Not to knock the crayons (sixty-four different colors!  Plus metallics!) or her new stuffed stegosaurus, and certainly not to knock the ice cream sundaes at SugarPie’s, but come on, a library card!
 
   There were so many cool things about a library trip, beginning with getting to go to the grocery store and the fabric store and the post-office first because Mom was congenitally incapable of going to just one place a day.  (Taryn’s Dad had recently remarked that his new boss was congenitally incapable of using complete sentences and therefore went around sounding like an epileptic macaw most of the time, a phrase which had impressed the eavesdropping Taryn so much that she went out of her way to use it herself, although she wasn’t quite brave enough to say it out loud yet.)
 
   And Mom was in a really good mood today, after about a week of being unexpectedly nervous and fidgety.  Not cross or snappy, just…jittery.  Like she thought Christmas was coming or something.  But whatever had been making her excited, it appeared to be over now and happily resolved, so much so that Mom had even bought Taryn a Snickers bar at the grocery store and a bag of beads at the fabric store.  And now the library, the pointy tip of a perfect-day pyramid.
 
   The library in Redmond was a huge, grey building with great panes of black-tinted glass framed by massive slabs of concrete.  There were concrete stairs—two sets of them, in fact, forming a great L up to the dungeon-heavy doors—and a concrete wheelchair ramp running up the side.  There were concrete ledges and cubby holes and overhangs and grooves and just all sorts of places for a six-year-old Taryn-shaped body to slither in and out of.
 
   But the outside was for later.  When Mom finally came up from the car and opened the heavy doors (still too heavy for her to budge on her own, but just wait until she was seven!), Taryn was able to get in on the good stuff inside.  First, the little fountain.  It was just Taryn’s height, but with stairs (concrete, of course) for the even littler little kids to climb up if they wanted a drink.  Then a slow walk past the long glass case that the library-lady filled with the weirdest stuff.  This time, it was books on fish, together with some Indian paintings and carvings of salmon, a Billy Big-Mouth singing bass, a whole bunch of tiny fishy knick-knacks, and what Taryn determined after several minutes to be a real live fish in a real fishbowl.  After that, Taryn took a quick glance through the tinted glass window next to the ‘little room’, a place Mom called a ‘conference room’.  Sometimes there were puppet shows or Madeleine movies or mask-making in there, but not today.  There was still lots of stuff in there, half-glimpsed and shadowy things she could only sort of make out through the dark glass.  It was always fun to try, though, and it gave Taryn something to do while her mom looked at all the boring stuff on the library calendar.
 
   Taryn had picked out the puppet theater and two stacks of kiddie chairs from all the other black shapes in the Little Room, and was trying to puzzle out what looked like a giant box of French fries when her mom called her name.  She decided swiftly and with authority that she must be looking at a box of wrapping paper tubes or rolled-up posters, and with that mystery solved, Taryn ran over to join her mom.  They both went through the second set of hugely heavy wooden doors and into the ‘real’ library together.
 
   This was the second-best part of going to the library: getting to look through all the different shelves and pick up all the books she wanted.  There were books she’d never read or even heard of, books they didn’t even have in the dinky old school library.  There were books with pictures, books with photographs, and even some books with photographs of pictures, which Taryn privately thought was a little pointless.  There were books with nothing but words, books with enough words for chapters, and books with so many chapters that Taryn couldn’t even count all the way up to how many there were.  There were books about ghosts and dogs and what to be when you grew up, and if she walked just a few aisles this way, there were books with murders and naked people and brains and all sorts of bizarre and forbidden things.  Books books books books books.
 
   Taryn did not limit herself when it came to books.  She got as many as she could carry and labored them to a plastic table where she sat and read.  She was determined to read as much as she could while she was here so that she could check out other books before she left, and she applied herself grimly, giving each illustration a stern looking-over before turning each page.  Anyone looking at her would have thought she was searching for the cure to some horrible disease she had just contracted, but despite her outward appearance, Taryn was in a state of sublime bliss.
 
   By the time her mom came over to the kiddie section to get her, Taryn had read four books and was mostly through with a fifth.  Her mom let her finish and went to browse the kiddie shelves herself, a thing Taryn noticed, found inexplicable, and then dismissed from her mind.  
 
   In the end, Taryn selected five whole books to take home: a chapter book about two kids who discover they can talk to animals, another chapter book about a baby bear who saves his circus, a book about different kinds of dinosaurs and how people dig them up, and two Jenny Fletcher Girl-Genius mysteries.  Taryn wanted to be a girl-genius someday.  She’d get a business card and everything, and grown-ups would come from all over to give her a dollar to solve mysteries.  Taryn could guess almost all the Jenny Fletcher stories without having to look in the back of the book for the answer, and she figured that was pretty good practice.
 
   Taryn carried her books over to the high checkout counter and laid them out one at a time, taking a deep sense of pride in the delivery of the chapter books, and topped the whole stack off with her brand new library card. 
 
   Her mom got books too, and Taryn looked them over idly while Mom and the library-lady talked.  There were two kiddie books about babies and a very big chapter book that had a picture of a skull and a church window on the cover, and that looked way cool, but her mom read books like that all time and Taryn already knew it wouldn’t have any pictures in it.  She’d tried to read her mom’s books before and they were too hard.  Someday, she’d be grown enough to try again.  Privately, Taryn had always been really impressed that her mom read books about skulls.  
 
   But now, now came the very best part about trips to the library.
 
   Taryn left her mom at the counter with the books and went outside to play (it was so much easier to push the heavy doors open than it was to pull them).  Concrete stairs and concrete flowerboxes, concrete corners and concrete pillars.  It was like a castle, dark and undiscovered, and Taryn explored it thoroughly for the hundredth time, returning to the stairs to discover she was no longer alone out here anymore.  There was a lady sitting on the library steps.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2.  The Lady On the Steps
 
    
 
   Taryn knew better than to talk to strangers.  She also knew not to play with matches, cross the street without holding hands, or pet baby lions.  The fact that her parents apparently expected Taryn to come face to face with baby lions at some point in her life was a great source of pleasure and trepidation for her, and she was very determined not to pet them when it happened and thereby justify their confidence in her.  Anyway, that day was not today.  Today was ‘Don’t Talk to Strangers’ day, and Taryn already had plenty of experience not doing that.  She was about to swing out around the side of the nearest concrete pillar and run back to wait beside the library doors until her mom came, but some strange urge came on her to keep still and watch.
 
   For a long time nothing happened, but oddly enough, Taryn didn’t feel fidgety at all.  She hid in her shadowed place and did not move or speak.  She watched.
 
   The lady on the steps was dressed in what Taryn’s six years of life experience could only see as a Halloween costume.  Her white blouse was open at the neck and closed down at the sleeves and very loose and billowy everywhere else.  She had another shirt on over that, like the tube top that Mom wouldn’t let Taryn buy last summer, only very tight and stiff, like it was made of plastic.  This second shirt was black and shiny, and covered in scribbles sewn on with colorful threads so that it almost looked like a sunset, right there on her shirt.  She had a shawl over her shoulders made of dark red netting, and there were leaves and feathers and what looked like bits of bones and funny coins tied to it all over to keep it close against her body even when the breeze was blowing.  Her skirt was a deep twilight blue but it sparkled everywhere like it was almost made of glass or water, and there was so much of it that nothing of the woman’s legs or feet could be seen or even clearly made out.  The edges were tattered and stained with earth.  If it was a Halloween costume, it was one the lady wore every day.
 
   Suddenly, the lady on the stairs shifted, and a whole cloud of small, glittery things rose up from her curly black hair and shawl-covered shoulders.  They made a rustling, feathery sound as they circled and resettled, and Taryn leaned out to stare.
 
   The lady on the stairs was wearing dragons.  Lots and lots of tiny dragons, each one no bigger than the palm of Taryn’s hand.  There were all kinds of colors, every color in Taryn’s new box of crayons, even the metallic ones.  The lady shifted again, and the dragons took off in a tiny tornado of hissing and flapping before they took up their positions back in her hair and clinging to her clothes.
 
   Taryn hopped down from the concrete flowerbox and went to get a better look.  She was entranced (not amazed, they were just dragons after all.  Sure, she’d never seen one in real life before, but she’d never seen a baby lion either) and she wanted to see them close up.  She was not unmindful of the rule concerning strangers and talking, but surely it was all right to just look.  Now she could see their little snouts, their tiny tongues, and glints of itty bitty teeth as the dragons preened their paper-thin wings.  She could see their eyes, like little dots of wet ink gleaming hugely on each side of their scaly heads.  She could see claws, no more than slivers of white detailing each miniature paw.  And she could see part of one of the lady’s eyes, looking back at Taryn with a winky sort of look.
 
   “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers,” Taryn announced, just to let the lady know how things stood.  “Mom said.”
 
   “Thy mother is very wise.”  The lady rocked back and forth once, briefly stirring up her dragons (they buzzed and flickered all around Taryn a sound like beetles and bats all combined, dazzling her eyes and her ears at once), and revealing for the first time a lap filled with squares of colored paper.  The lady’s fingers were busy folding.  “Every world is filled with dangers.  But thee is safe with me.  Aye.  Thee is very safe.”  
 
   “Do they like to be petted?” Taryn asked, glancing wistfully at the dragons, all the little dragons.  “Can I pet them?”
 
   “Aye, they do.  Aye, thee may.”
 
   Taryn started to extend a hand.  “Do they bite?”
 
   “Nay.  But they taste, aye, that much they do.”
 
   True.  One of the dark blue ones lunged out and gripped Taryn’s fingertip, chewing all up and down the nail in a frenzy before letting go.  The teeth were pointy, but not sharp, like hairbrush bristles, and its tongue was like a wet eraser prodding her.  It was startling, but not scary, and Taryn giggled as more and more dragons began to climb over themselves to come and taste her.  They nibbled and groomed each other as they struggled to hoard her fingers, clutching her in their tiny claws.  Then, without warning, all of them just jumped into the air, rattled around in a brilliant funnel of color and then settled on the other side of the lady’s hair, snubbing Taryn the way a cat snubs a new kind of food.
 
   Taryn giggled again, clenching and unclenching her hand, still feeling the tingly scratch of dragons between her fingers.  She sat down beside the lady, but not too close.  She was still a stranger.
 
   The lady hummed, rocked once more as though in welcome, and then resumed her work.  The paper squares in her swift, skilled hands were being worked into dragon-shapes; paper twisted into dragon-tongues, folded into dragon wings, tucked and rolled and bent out into dragon tails with dragon-spikes all down the back.  They looked a little like the dragons on the lady’s shoulder.  A little.  The way that anything paper can look like something real.
 
   “Where did you get them?” Taryn asked.  She’d never seen any before.  Not camping.  Not even at the zoo.  And only in the cartoons on TV, never on the nature channel.
 
   “They came to me, aye, long ago, and they’ve stayed.  One day, perhaps, they will find a place they like better and leave me, mmm.  But ‘tis a pretty wind that blows, whether in or out, and so I am contented.  And thee?  Would thee try to keep them if they meant no more to stay?”
 
   “No.”  Taryn thought about it, watching the lady twist and shape her paper.  “Dad says if you touch a butterfly’s wings, it’ll die.  I think it’s like that for everything, it’s just the wings can be different things or in different places.”
 
   The lady gave her a look, surprised and a little pleased, the same look Taryn’s kindergarten teacher gave her when she brought her copy of The Hobbit in for Show and Tell and read the first chapter to the class.  Then the lady laughed, a genuine witchy-cackle, although not a scary witch at all.  She nodded, rocking back and forth and folding her paper.  “Aye,” she said.  “Aye.  Just so.”
 
   In the night-like cover of the lady’s hair, the dragons were singing for sleep.
 
   “Taryn!  Tar—Oh!”
 
   Taryn’s mom stood in the doorway of the library, the momentum of her ollie-ollie-oxen-free call plainly disrupted by the sight of Taryn and the stranger sitting together.  She didn’t look alarmed, not on the surface anyway, but she did look awfully alert.  She shifted the plastic bags with library stickers on them in a meaningful way, and Taryn hopped up at once to go and collect her books.
 
   “Ready to go?”  Mom was still looking at the lady on the steps.
 
   “Mom, you’ve got to come see.  She has dragons!”
 
   “Oh yes?”  Taryn’s mom permitted herself to be towed in the direction of the stairs, growing more and more quietly alert the closer she came to the stranger.  “Oh, look at that,” she said, not sounding in the least entranced.
 
   Taryn, excited back to the point of giggles, watched several pencil-thin necks poke several scaly heads up through the drifts of the lady’s black hair, but when she looked up, her mom’s eyes were on the lady’s lap.
 
   “Could I have one for my daughter?” 
 
   Taryn’s breath physically caught in her chest.  She shot a swift, disbelieving-and-wildly-hopeful upwards glance and then clasped her hands tightly together to keep from clutching.  Her eyes fixed on the tiny little heads, at all those blinking little beady eyes; her ears burned as they listened for the word, ‘yes’.  She would trade a hundred Snickers bars and a hundred bags of beads for one little dragon.
 
   The lady on the stairs looked at Taryn with that strange, winky look.  She held up a handful of paper dragons, one of every color, while the real ones sang in her hair.  “For a pretty,” she said.  “Aye, for a little something, for a teaser.”
 
   Taryn’s heart seemed frozen—not cold, not hurt, just numbed by confusion.  She could see her mom holding out a dollar bill, and she could see the paper dragons in the lady’s hand, but if she moved her eyes just a little, she could see the real ones crowding and rustling and grumbling as they spilled all over the lady’s shoulders.  Taryn looked up one last time, bewilderedly seeking some gleam of recognition in her mom’s face.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Can I…”  Taryn’s shoulders slumped a little.  “May I have the blue one, please?”
 
   The lady on the stairs flung her hands upwards, curling her fingers around her paper toys so that only one—the blue one—popped free and fluttered down.  Taryn caught it easily and held it cupped, like a butterfly, letting her eyes rest longingly on the dragons, all the little dragons, startled into flight at the sudden movement.  One of them buzzed right past her mom’s ear.  
 
   “Thank you,” Taryn said.  Adults thought politeness was very important.  “Goodbye.”
 
   The lady on the stairs hummed and shifted and rocked once or twice, as all the tiny dragons drifted down to nest, and busied herself once more with the paper in her lap.
 
   Taryn could feel her mom’s hand, gently insistent, guiding her back to the car.  She walked backward a step or two, willing her mom to see the dragons, but finally gave in to the inevitability of defeat.  She knew better, even at six and sixteen days, then to say anything herself.  Mom and Dad were better about it than most, but no grown-up liked it when a little kid drew their attention to something they hadn’t noticed.
 
   Apart from that, Taryn was aware (if only peripherally) that asking if you could see tiny dragons was a question that demanded tact, and Taryn knew (again, peripherally) that she lacked the vocabulary for tact.  If she asked anything, it would end up coming out of her as, “What’s the matter with you?  Are you congenitally incapable of seeing dragons or what?” and then this whole great day would be ruined.
 
   So she let it go.
 
   She accepted the dragons, accepted that her mom wasn’t interested in them, accepted that perhaps Mom couldn’t even see the dragons and that the reasons for this were unknowable and possibly distressing, and so she just let the matter drop and went home.  But she saw them, whether her mom could or not, Taryn saw the dragons.  Long after she grew up, sometimes she would see a dark-haired vaguely-gypsy-looking woman and think, ‘There really were dragons,’ and then smile, not really believing (and yet believing unreservedly) that she had seen them.
 
   In any event, Taryn had her Redmond Library card for only six years before she moved with her family to Oregon, and by then she had mostly forgotten about the dragons and already had the egg.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   3.  The Finding of the Egg
 
    
 
   Taryn’s dad took her camping every year.  He always had, and even after the baby came, he kept doing it.  Not that Taryn had been worried about that, exactly, but there had been a lot of changes since Rhiannon got born.  And sure, Taryn liked being a big sister most of the time, but some things shouldn’t change and it was nice when they didn’t.
 
   Most of the time, they camped up in the Dunes at Dead Horse Flats, but Dad said it got bought up and now they couldn’t camp there anymore because it was trespassing.  Taryn thought this was hugely unfair.  If it wasn’t trespassing to fish and play with beetles in the sand when she was four, it shouldn’t be now that she was nine.  She resolved then and there to become a millionaire girl-genius and buy up Dead Horse Flats again and make it so everyone could camp there if they wanted.
 
   Not that it mattered a whole lot.  Dad had other camping spots and they were just as cool as the Dunes.  The day that Taryn found the egg, he had taken her to a campsite up in the mountains, in the for-real woods.  It was a long drive, up where the roads and the radio didn’t go, and you couldn’t drink your pop because the car was bouncing all over the place, but Dad told great camping stories the whole time about the last time he’d camped up here and how the coyotes danced in the moonlight and how much fun this was going to be.  
 
   But once they had the camp set up, Taryn’s dad went into the tent to sleep—which was a perfectly good waste of the afternoon in Taryn’s opinion—and she was free to explore.  She got her whistle and her camping knife (one of Dad’s, and she only got to carry it when she was camping, but Dad said when she was twelve, he’d give her one she could keep) and a compass and her walking stick and she set off.
 
   Taryn was a good camper.  She knew to keep the car in sight when she was hiking alone and to check her compass often to stay on track.  She knew to sing as she walked to keep bears from getting startled by her, and to keep her eyes out for bobcats and killer snipes.  She’d never seen either for real, but her dad had showed her tracks before and made her solemnly swear to come straight back to camp and tell him if she ever saw some.
 
   She wasn’t seeing any now, just some deer tracks and little pawprints that might be a big raccoon or a small fox, but she always had her eyes open.  It was that—looking for snipes and/or bobcat tracks—that caused her to just happen to see the shallow pile of dead leaves, so out of place in the early summer.  By reflex, Taryn stopped and tracked the leaf fall up a steep incline to a crevasse overhung by branches and more leaves.  Wet leaves, and those were even stranger to see in the dry mountain soil.
 
   Well, this was interesting.  Why were the leaves wet?
 
   Taryn struggled up the incline, turning her feet sideways and digging in her walking stick where there were no roots to grasp.  She came to the lip of the crevasse and put her hand right in a big cold splat of rotting leaves.  
 
   “Eww.”  
 
   It wasn’t at all leafy.  It was slimy, like mud or bug guts or something.  And smelly too.
 
   As she wiped her hand off on her shirt, Taryn gave her surroundings a good look.  First, she found the car, just a tiny sliver of yellow and white between the trees, and then she looked into the crevasse.
 
   It hadn’t been a crevasse long, she realized.  Until very recently, it had probably been a den.  But the tree growing over it had fallen down, and in coming down, its roots had gone up and pulled the whole top of the den off, letting in the rain and turning everything to mud.  But the leaves, the leaves had to have been there before.  They couldn’t have fallen in by themselves, because the den was too deep.  Someone had to have put them there, and then left them all piled up and damp.  Weird.
 
   And there was something in there, something besides rainwater and smelly leaves.  Something speckled and mostly white.
 
   Taryn reached, poked with her stick, reached again, and finally took a deep breath and climbed in.  Immediately, she slipped and sank into sludge up to her elbows.  Yuck.  It was warm down deep where her hands were.  Double yuck.  But she set her jaw and started crawling, until she got all the way in to where the white thing was.  She pulled branches away, wiped leaf-sludge out of her eyes, and brought the thing up and out into the light where she could see it clearly.
 
   It was an egg.  An egg roughly the same size and shape as her dad’s head.  It was the biggest egg she’d ever seen.
 
   Was it an eagle’s egg?  Taryn didn’t think so.  Every Sunday, she watched Wild Kingdom tucked up in the big bed with her mom and dad and now Rhiannon.  Eagles didn’t lay eggs in holes in the ground.  They built huge platforms in trees.  And besides, the eagle eggs in the nature show fit in the camera-guy’s hand.  This egg was bigger.  A lot bigger.
 
   What did that leave?
 
   Maybe it was a dinosaur egg.  Dinosaurs were supposed to be all extinct, but this didn’t look like the fossils in the museum.  Just like an egg.  And down below, where the water wasn’t pooling, the egg was warm, like the sludge.
 
   Taryn didn’t know what to do.  She thought the egg might be pretty important—might be a dinosaur or some new breed of eagle, or maybe a killer snipe—but she also thought the egg was dying.
 
   Her first thought was to try and rig up the roof somehow so it was watertight again.  She spent at least an hour trying, but all she got was dirty.  She was a big kid now, but she was too small to make a roof over the crevasse.
 
   Frustrated and tired, Taryn sat down in the sludge to think.  She could bring her dad here, she knew.  He could build a roof for the egg’s den.  He could build it a deck and a flushing toilet if he wanted to, but once he saw the egg, Taryn thought he might not do anything.  She was by now completely sure the egg belonged to a killer snipe and that Dad wouldn’t want her to touch it.  And if it really was a killer snipe, maybe she shouldn’t.
 
   But on the other hand, if it was a killer snipe and she hatched it, maybe it would be her friend.  And if it was this big as an egg, maybe it would be even bigger when it was grown.  Maybe…
 
   Taryn stared into the sludge, no longer seeing or smelling it, imagining the looks on her friend’s faces when she rode her killer snipe into school in September. 
 
   Where would she keep it?  When Mom and Dad saw it was her friend, Taryn was sure they’d let her keep it even if it was a killer snipe, but she’d have to hide it until she could prove they were friends.
 
   Under her bed, she guessed.  Where the room heater was.  Her mom and dad let her keep her room more or less the way she wanted.  They didn’t go poking through her stuff or cleaning things the way her friends’ moms and dads did.  She would keep the egg there once she got home, and until then, she could keep it in her backpack next to the fire—but not too close—and she would hatch the egg and even if it was a killer snipe, they would be the best of friends and have adventures together.  Taryn MacTavish, Girl-Genius, and her Killer Snipe.
 
   So decided, Taryn picked up the egg and carefully navigated her way out of the slippery mess, unaware that she had just committed herself to fifteen years of extensive studying on the subject of eggs, of hidden places beneath her bed and of heating pads and blankets in the closet, and later, of the secret forging of incubators and compost piles, of meticulous egg-turning, of careful egg-cleaning, of futile egg-candling, of egg-hiding in the ancient boiler room of her college dorm, and egg-smuggling on and off campus.  The egg (long after the dream of Girl-Genius and the belief in killer snipes had gone) the egg remained, and Taryn tended it.  Purely by rote.  Purely out of habit.  But she did tend it.  
 
   And a well-tended egg does only one thing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   4.  The Hatching of the Egg
 
    
 
   The first thing Taryn thought when she heard the noise was that something was blocking the heater vent.  A cardboard box, maybe, or a crumpled piece of paper.  Anything light enough to be stirred by an updraft and heavy enough to make that muffled scraping sound.  But when she leaned over to clear the vent, she saw plainly that nothing was covering it or even near enough to be moved by the trickle of air it forced out.
 
   As she sat, puzzled, she heard it again and this time she decided it was a branch scraping the window.  She’d only had the apartment four months.  There were all kinds of kinks that had been sprung on her already and no doubt, all kinds waiting to be discovered.  A need to prune the trees was probably one.  And if the battle over the running toilet was anything to go by, it would be another four months before the landlord got around to fixing the trees.  Still, no way was she going to spend the rest of her lease listening to that scrape.
 
   Taryn got up and struggled the window open.  That was no little feat in itself, thanks to the swollen frame, filthy runners and the sloppy paint sealing the whole thing shut.  How could a place that looked so good on a walk-through be such a dump once a lease was signed?  
 
   The October night was wet and cool and smelled of dead leaves and pavement.  Taryn leaned out into it anyway, a perplexed expression slowly eating up her face as she looked for a branch that was even within arm’s reach, much less able to tap and scratch at the glass of the window.
 
   Skktchh…Skap.
 
   ‘Rats,’ thought Taryn, heaving the window shut.  And if it was rats, then by God, there had better be an exterminator here tomorrow or Mr. Landlord was going to find Mr. Rat slingshotted in through his bathroom window.
 
   Taryn picked up the closest thing she had to a weapon apart from her trusty slingshot—a facsimile of a medieval chain mace made primarily from an old chair leg, duct tape, and a nerf ball—and gingerly began to listen her way through the apartment.
 
   Scrrrap-pap.
 
   It was coming from the closet.
 
   Skkttch-skttch…peep…shhhxxtik.
 
   Peep?
 
   The egg.
 
   Taryn’s entire body froze over instantly.  The mace slipped from her numb fingers and clattered on the linoleum.  She was aware of it falling, but she couldn’t hear it hit the floor.  She couldn’t hear anything but a roaring in her ears that seemed to echo in her eyes.  She couldn’t see anything but white and grey outlines.  She couldn’t feel herself breathing.  She couldn’t feel anything but her hair, and only that because it was standing up in prickles.
 
   The egg.  The egg the egg theeggtheggthegg.
 
   Sound and sight crashed back into her with the force of a sonic boom after a near encounter with a B-2 bomber.  The shock of her senses returning sent her staggering forward and the momentum carried her straight to the closet.
 
   She tore the cheap French doors open (she tore them out of their tracks, actually, but she did not yet notice this) and fell to her knees, digging through the heater pads and insulating towels until her fingers touched the shell.
 
   Her heart was pounding hard enough to make her vision throb to its rhythm.  Her hands still felt numb.  She shook them out a few times, but it didn’t help.  Maybe she was having what they called a ‘cardiac event’.  Somehow, that didn’t matter as much as it should.
 
   Slowly, Taryn brought the egg to her ear.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Well, of course nothing, what did she really expect?  She’d had the egg for how many years?
 
   All the same, Taryn lifted one trembling finger and tapped her nail on the shell: tak-tak.
 
   Scrtch-peep.
 
   “Nollaig shona duit!” Taryn gasped, flinching back.  It was one of her grandmother’s curses, one Taryn had grown up hearing, believing it to be so forbidden that it could never be translated into English without risking arrest.  Taryn had been using it in secret all through high school and part of college before she’d finally nerved herself up to ask Granna Birgit just what it did mean, only to be told (not without a knowing sparkle of humor) that it simply meant ‘Merry Christmas’.  Still, the first curses tend to be the ones that stick with you, and this one had a way of popping out of Taryn’s mouth when she was in the grip of a particularly freezing panic and this one, this one certainly qualified.  
 
   She turned the egg over, her hands shaking, biting her lip with the effort to keep from dropping it.  After fifteen years and countless moves, after balancing the thing on a microwave in a luggage rack for Pete’s sake, suddenly her greatest fear was dropping it.
 
   There was a crack, no more noticeable than a black hair on the ivory surface.
 
   Taryn tapped at the crack and something tapped back and then pushed the crack just a little wider.  Now it looked like the ding in a windshield instead of just a hair.  Taryn knew she should leave it alone, but she couldn’t help herself.  She began to pick at the splintering shell.
 
   And even though she’d heard the sounds, even though she’d felt the scratching and shifting reverberating in her hands, the sight of the hooked beak pushing out at her still took her breath away.
 
   What in heaven and hell took fifteen years to hatch?  More than fifteen years; who know how long the egg had lain in its den before Taryn found it?  What—
 
   The eggshell broke off in two big chunks, revealing the soggy down and wrinkly pink skin of a bird’s head.  It panted, its beak not quite clicking as it opened and shut.  The eye that Taryn could see was huge and dark and sealed away behind a thin membrane.  There were tiny rivers of blue veins under its papery folds of skin; she could see its blood pulsing.
 
   “Hi there,” Taryn whispered.  Her breath stirred the spiky wet feathers on its head.
 
   It peeped weakly and struggled again, pushing and wriggling until another chunk of shell cracked away.  Taryn picked it off, crooning wordlessly.  She could see its talons, curled like a little fist, under its arched breastbone.
 
   It rested, peeping periodically in answer to Taryn’s whispered encouragement, for several minutes.  On its next attempt, it pushed its head entirely out of the hole it had made and hung there with its beak pressed against Taryn’s breast.  Its peeps drew off into drowsy bird-song snores.
 
   What was it?  She watched the nature channels.  Eagles were smaller than this, a lot smaller.  And this was an eagle’s head, or at least, eagle-like.  There were two bony lumps, one above each newborn eye, that Taryn didn’t think she’d ever seen on an eagle, but that was a moot point next to the first question: What kind of eagle took more than fifteen years to hatch?
 
   “Come on out,” she said, rubbing the bird’s head with the lightest brush of her fingertip.  “Hurry, hurry.”
 
   It rallied bravely, peeping and pushing against her finger, straining until the shell split down the center and it finally got both taloned feet and one paw free.
 
   And one what?
 
   Taryn stared in slack-jawed shock at the curled, cat-like limb protruding below the avian fore-feet.  Its fur, like its feathers, was spiky and wet.  Its claws were pearly shards sheathed in velvet folds.  She stroked the smooth pads of its toes and it reached down and wrapped its talons tightly around her finger, peeping.
 
   Taryn, her breath roaring and eyes burning, slipped her hands under its forelegs and gingerly pulled it all the way out of its eggshell.  There was resistance, but then the creature wiggled and it came free of its incubator and hung limp and peeping blindly in her hands.
 
   Eagle’s head, taloned forefeet, tiny wings, furry fanny, feline hindfeet, long tail.  She knew what she was looking at.  She knew and she still couldn’t believe.
 
   It had spots in its fur like a baby lion.  Here she was, with a baby lion at last, and God help her, she was petting it.  Her parents would be so disappointed.
 
   It rolled its head up and lolled against her breast, chirping, exhausted.  She could feel its ribs expanding with each hard breath, delicate slivers of bone protected by the thinnest cover of furry flesh.  It was here in her hands, its head on her heart.  It was alive.  It was real.  It was helpless and it was hers.
 
   Wonder coalesced into horror in a single instant, no longer and no louder than the beating of a tiny heart.
 
   She had no idea what to do now.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   5.  Next
 
    
 
   Three hours later, as Taryn sat at her computer with the baby clutching at her shirtfront with all four feet, the hopelessness of her situation began to overwhelm her.  She knew what she had, but she couldn’t even find a name for it, much less a handy guidebook of care instructions.  To complicate matters, her Instant Messenger kept popping up every few seconds as her boyfriend tried repeatedly to invite her out to a movie or a late dinner or just coffee or a stack of rented movies at his house.  Long after this failed, he continued to barrage her with questions and comments, each of which felt like a slap as she sifted through web pages in desperate search for information.  Even under ordinary circumstances, Taryn only tolerated the nightly nuisance of online chat because it seemed to make John happy.  Tonight, it was the one more thing that she just couldn’t handle.  She typed a curt goodbye and shut it off.  She would apologize to him tomorrow if he acted like his feelings were hurt, but tonight simply had to be about the baby…baby what?
 
   The Greeks called them griffins, but there were also gryphons, gryphens, griffons, griffens, gryphins, and, the perfect capper to a confusion-pyramid, the Egyptians had a critter just like a griffin that they called Hieracosphinx.  Taryn supposed there was really nothing weirder about having a Hieracosphinx flapping around in Washington State than a regular old griffin.  Or a gryphon.  Or whatever.  
 
   No one could seem to agree on a description any better than a name.  Griffins supposedly had ‘the ears of an ass’.  Her baby had a couple of dimples on the sides of its head, hidden in the secret way of birds beneath a crop of down.  Some websites stated with authority that all griffins were female.  Well, her baby was definitely a boy, which still other websites asserted were wingless beasts called keythongs, contemptuously adding that it was an anomalous and very recent addition to the myth.  Other sites told her that the griffin’s tail was that of a snake or a scorpion.  Her baby’s tail was just as lion-like as the rest of his fanny.  The griffin was said to build nests high in trees or mountains, not in dens like where she’d found it, and instead of eggs, like the one sitting broken in her closet, it laid agates.  Just as many websites warned her that the baby was bound to grow into a mindless and murderous animal whose only talent lay in finding gold as there were extolling the wisdoms of a scholarly griffin.
 
   Nowhere on any of the countless websites that Taryn visited was there any information on what griffins ate, unless you counted the many assurances that griffins would leap on and messily devour anyone who disturbed their golden hoards.  Oh, and one page that went into disturbingly graphic detail when it came to the story of a griffin who habitually carried virgins screaming off to its lair, where it monstrously deflowered them before dining.  As a virgin, Taryn supposed she’d ought to be concerned, but she was a lot more worried about the fact that whoever authored that particular page was out driving tonight than she was in mortal peril of her own life.
 
   And now here it was, half the night gone and she still had no idea what to do.  Her griffin, or gryphon or whatever, was just as real and alive as it had been when it hatched out of her closet, but it wasn’t going to stay that way unless she started figuring out some basic principles in a real hurry.
 
   As if sensing her distress, the baby hugging her shirtfront bobbed its head around in blind agitation.  It brushed against a button at her collar and instantly lunged out to bite it.
 
   “No no,” Taryn murmured, stroking its powder-puff head, and it settled back down against her breast and peeped at her.
 
   It was hungry.  It needed to eat.  Forget all the disinformation swimming around in cyberspace and focus in on that one thing.  What did griffins eat?  Besides virgins.  She qualified, but she failed to see how loping off limbs to feed to the little tyke would help it in the long run.
 
   She hated to guess.  She hated it and she had to do it, and it left her feeling sick all the way to the soles of her feet.  She was sitting in her living room with what could be the only griff-something in the whole world and that didn’t leave a lot of wiggle-room for making mistakes.  She had never been so terrified in her entire life.  She could feel the baby’s life like a stone in her stomach.  She’d found it, she’d hatched it, and unless she did everything right the first time, she was going to watch it die from her ignorance.
 
   A griffin.  A real, live griffin.
 
   The enormity of it tried to close in on her as it had done a dozen times since the hatching, but this time she managed to fight it off.  She couldn’t keep freaking out.  He was depending on her.  He needed her to be focused.  He had no one else.
 
   Never once did it occur to Taryn to share her discovery with anyone else.  The egg itself had been too unusual, too fantastic to show to anyone; over the years, she’d had many opportunities to turn the egg over to scientists and so forth, but she never had.  Deep down, there was a part of her that had never expected a natural bird to hatch.  Deeper down, she had always known something really would.  And now it was here, the most miraculous and precious thing Taryn’s mind could even conceive.  There was no one she trusted enough—not her father, not her mom, not Rhiannon, not the Pope—to share this secret with.  He was her responsibility.  Hers alone.
 
   He lunged at her button again, peeping piteously when she pulled it away from his questing beak.  
 
   Hungry.  He was hungry.
 
   So okay, forget griffins (fear rose up, cold and slick and sour), what about eagles?  Eagles ate regurgitated roadkill.  Lions drank lion milk.
 
   Taryn sat and stared with unseeing eyes at Elfmagick’s Mystical Creatures Guide shining out of her monitor.  After a long moment in this trance of thought, she started up her search engine and hunted down the nutritional facts for foods for various orphaned zoo animals.  Protein and fat.  That was what it boiled down to.  Protein and fat for newborn tummies.
 
   It was such a leap of faith.
 
   She could buy kitten formula.  Heck, they had that at the Wal-Mart.
 
   The thought of leaving the baby behind while she drove clear out to Sugartree and back was chilling.  She didn’t even have a box deep enough to put him in.  And even if she did, what if it tipped over?  What if he got too cold or…or got his head caught in something?  Anything could happen while she was gone.  Anything.
 
   She’d have to take him with her.
 
   Taryn got up and rummaged through her closet until she found her high-school backpack.  It still had her French textbook in it.  She shook it empty and cushioned it with a towel, then poured sleeping griffin into its open maw.  He peeped at her.
 
   “Hush now,” she said.  “Hush, baby.”
 
   He peeped again, louder this time.
 
   The completely illogical thought came to her that he’d listen better if he had a name she could call him by.  A good name.  A name to fit this priceless treasure.
 
   Taryn brought the backpack up to her lips and whispered, just as though ears were pressing in on all sides.  “Righ-allaidh,” she told him.  “Your name is Righ-allaidh.”  Fierce king, in the tongue of her grandmother’s people, a word she knew from a childhood spent listening to Irish fairy tales of the Tuatha de Dannon and Fomorians.  There was no other name for her young prince.
 
   The griffin raised its downy head and aimed its sightless eyes at her, seeming for just that briefest instant to hear her, to understand.  Then it peeped, a baby once more, and with any newborn’s utter lack of comprehension.
 
   “We’ll call you Aisling for short,” Taryn said, the affectionate baby-name that she and her sister and her mother, perhaps, had all been called in their youngest years.  And so named, Aisling tucked his beak up under his forefoot and chirred himself to sleep.
 
   Taryn zipped up the backpack, not quite completely, and carefully shrugged into its straps.  She felt him shift once, but that was all.  She got her keys and she headed out to the parking lot.
 
   It was getting colder every night.  Taryn could see her breath on every exhale and she walked to her car as quickly as she could without jostling her sleeping charge.  She set him on the passenger seat, then on the floor, then in the back on the floor, and finally up front in her lap.  She’d get a car seat or something when she got the formula, but right now, she needed to know he wouldn’t roll around.
 
   All the lead-footed habits with which she had driven from the age of sixteen on were erased in one night.  She drove in a state of painful clarity, ten miles or more below the speed limit, tensing up every time another car dared to share the same road.  The twenty minute drive took a whole year to travel.  Her arms were aching to her shoulders by the time she finally parked, the strain of driving so safely as good as any workout, and then it was another rapid stroll across another wet parking lot to the bright lights and welcoming warmth of the store.
 
   Wal-Mart was stocked with exactly the sort of person who had to shop at two in the morning.  There were red-eyed mothers with kids in pajamas hanging off them, stubble-chinned men in slippers instead of shoes, college-aged kids with raver’s gel still spiking their hair, bar-hoppers looking for one for the road in twelve-pack form, and a smattering of just-off waitresses and nurses and gas station attendants still in their uniforms and on their way home.  Taryn, her unbrushed hair and vague look of desperation, not to mention her sporadically-peeping backpack, blended right in.
 
   She bought two cans of kitten formula, eyedroppers to feed it to him, a bolstered puppy bed, two baby blankets, a pet carrier car seat, a currying brush, baby shampoo, some puppy training pads, and a teddy bear that played Brahm’s lullaby when its paw was squeezed.  It killed that new TV she was saving for, but she didn’t care.
 
   Aisling was peeping continuously by the time she got home.  She took her backpack and the bag with the formula inside and left everything else for later.  
 
   No can of powdered milk was ever read as thoroughly as that one.  Taryn mixed up four ounces, tested the temperature on her wrist twice, tasted it, and finally filled an eyedropper for Aisling.
 
   He bit as soon as the eyedropper touched his beak, but pulled back fast when Taryn squeezed the bulb to push milk into his mouth.  She crooned at him and he shuffled forward with answering peeps, only to retreat again at the touch of food.  Taryn shifted him awkwardly in the crook of her arms to pinch his beak between her fingers and hold him still while she dribbled a thin stream of milk into him.
 
   He swallowed.  He coughed.  He thought about it as she praised him.  She could see the nub of his tongue poking at the inside of his beak for more drops to investigate and consider.  And then he opened wide as a book and uttered the world’s most pitiful plea for more.
 
   He got the first ounce on him, but the rest in him, and went to sleep immediately afterwards with formula beading on his beak.  Taryn swabbed him gently clean and dry and left him on the floor by the sofa as she went to bring the rest of her purchases inside.  She arranged his bed next to hers, laid out piddle pads everywhere, and was assembling her pet car seat in no time.  She was feeling pretty good about herself when he started throwing up.
 
   The sound was unalarming, just a wheezy sort of cough.  She glanced around in the same overprotective curiosity that had caused her to drive twenty miles an hour around a forty-mile curve, expecting to see nothing at all out of the ordinary (apart from the griffin itself).  Instead, she saw streams and bubbles of formula pouring from Aisling’s nostrils, his beak opening and closing and his little ribs working for breath.
 
   Taryn swooped him up with a cry and whether it was the sound or the sudden movement, Aisling coughed violently and finally cleared his airway.  He peeped, his head bobbing bewilderedly around him, and tried to crawl up onto her shoulder.
 
   She held him, her heart pounding. 
 
   Was that normal?  Should she have burped him?  She’d read somewhere that birds didn’t burp, but lions probably did and that was the part where his stomach was.  Maybe the formula was wrong for him.  Maybe he wouldn’t be able to digest it at all.
 
   She needed help.
 
   There was no help.
 
   Through the rising fog of panic came one quiet image, one she did not at first understand.  The library steps, that wonderful concrete library up in Washington from when she was a kid.  That great, grey monolith of slapped-slab architecture with all those marvelous nooks and walls and corners, black windows gleaming in the sun and dozens of shallow steps climbing triumphantly to the dungeon doors of its interior.
 
   ‘Well, what about it?’ the logical left of her brain asked calmly.
 
   There was a lady on the steps one time.
 
   ‘So?’ she wondered, but there was another memory bubbling up from childhood’s tar.  A speck of blue.  A paper dragon.
 
   Gosh, she’d had that thing for years.  Until she was fourteen at least.  She lost track of it after that, but it wasn’t really the paper dragon she was thinking about, was it?
 
   ‘Oh come on,’ she thought uneasily.  ‘There were no dragons.  Dragons don’t exist.’
 
   She looked down at the griffin shivering and peeping in her arms.
 
   ‘There were no dragons!’ her brain insisted.
 
   Taryn began to pack.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6.  Homecoming
 
    
 
   Redmond, unchanging during all the remembered years of her life in Washington, had grown up.  Apartments and business complexes, identical in shape and color, lined streets where Taryn remembered comic stores, dentists, and ice cream shops.  The park was there, but all the climbing toys were different.  The school was there, but it was blue and white now, instead of green and gold.  There were streetlamps and stoplights where Taryn remembered only long stretches of road.  The pastureland where the Saturday craft fairs were held in the summer (and where gypsies sometimes came to camp) was now a parking lot for a seventeen-screen movie theater and a two-story mall.  SugarPie’s Ice Cream Parlor was gone; she passed three McDonald’s.  
 
   And the library, her wonderful castle of concrete and black glass, was closed.  It had been replaced by a modern building down the street, one complete with computer rooms and a children’s theatre, and no doubt all kinds of books that there had been no room for before.  The old library remained, derelict and depressed, in a parking lot much smaller than she recalled, now cracked and carpeted with hip-high stragglers of grass.
 
   Taryn had driven through the night and into the morning with Aisling sleeping and peeping in the pet carrier in the back seat.  She had fed him twice more.  He had vomited three times.
 
   Now she walked across the crumbling asphalt of her library’s parking lot and looked at the building that had once given her so much joy with eyes that brimmed with tears.  Her heart was breaking.  It had been a kingdom all its own, once upon a time.  Now it was a body no one had bothered to bury.
 
   Taryn walked around the side of the building, too big now to stroll along the narrow ledge with all its ins and outs, but watching it with envious eyes.  Her reflection, shrunken and dim in the desolate windows, was the only one who could walk there safely now.
 
   She was not alone when she came back around to the front of the building.  She wasn’t sure if she was surprised or not.  
 
   The lady sat on the same steps.  She was dressed in the same sparkling, colorful, impossible clothes.  Her hair was still black as ink, kinked and curled as a politician’s promises.  She was hunched slightly, her hands at work.  Taryn could hear her humming, see her rocking comfortably back and forth as she took the early rays of the sun.
 
   There were no dragons.
 
   Maybe they flew away.
 
   ‘You were six!’ shrieked her exasperated brain.  ‘Maybe they were never there!’
 
   Hesitantly, Taryn approached the stair, holding her pack cradled in her arms.  “Hello?”
 
   The lady on the stairs hummed a little louder, that was all.  Between her fingers, pink paper was deftly twisted into dragon’s form.
 
   “I had one of those when I was a child,” Taryn said.  “A blue one.”
 
   “Aye?”  The woman’s fingers curled around the pink dragon, uncurled, and it was blue.  The woman’s head cocked.  One dark eye twinkled beneath ringlets of black.  “For a pretty, aye?”
 
   “For a teaser,” said Taryn.  She reached into her pocket for a bill and handed it over without looking at it.  She accepted the blue bit of paper with a sinking heart and stared at it in her palm.
 
   There were no dragons.  Not singing in the lady’s hair, not sleeping on her shoulders.
 
   For a moment, Taryn was a child again, and remembered (or imagined she remembered) the hurt and confusion of watching dragons buzz just inches, inches, in front of her mother’s face and seeing no recognition, no wonder in her eyes.  Her mother was a good woman, a fanciful and wonderful woman.  Her mother deserved to see dragons.
 
   The lady on the steps was smiling at her.  It was the same sly, knowing smile.
 
   Taryn turned away.  The weight of Aisling in her arms was too great for his size.  Dead weight.  A premonition.  She had come all this way, and why?
 
   Her car was sitting in the sunlight, waiting for her to climb back in and drive home.  Taryn looked at it but didn’t move.  She had driven through the night, and underneath this veneer of anxious fear, she knew she was exhausted but she wasn’t ready to give up yet.  She had come all this way, all right.  She had come all this way because once upon a time, there had been dragons, and the lady who had taken care of them might just know how to take care of a griffin.
 
   ‘There were no dragons,’ her brain insisted furiously.
 
   Aisling needed her and she needed help, and that was why she’d come here.  If she got back in that car and let it take her home now, that would be it for Aisling.  She couldn’t let that happen.  She had to have help.  And the lady with the dragons was the only person in all this wide world Taryn could think of who might possibly be able to help her.
 
   ‘There never were any dragons,’ her inner self groaned.
 
   “Yes, there were!” Taryn shouted, and heard it roll up the stairs to the library’s doors and back down again.  She swung back before her head could get the better of her, her voice rising sure and strident in the early air.  “There were dragons!  I saw them, they were real!  There were dragons in your hair and on your shoulders and everywhere around you—”
 
   The lady on the steps gazed up at her with her secret smile as understanding slowly took hold on Taryn’s face.
 
   “And there still are,” she said softly.  “Aren’t there?”
 
   The lady threw out her arms, laughing.  All around her, dragons exploded into sight, churning around her in a storm of chirping, singing wings.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   7.  The Lady and the Dragons
 
    
 
   “I knew, aye.  I knew.”  The lady on the steps picked up another square of paper, metallic green, and began to fold.  Her hands did this deftly, unsupervised.  Her eyes were on Taryn, glittering with good humor, and her dragons were nestled in her hair.  “I knew thee was coming.  The wind told me. The rain.  I did not know who, but I knew there was one seeking me.  What need is it that brings thee?”
 
   “I have…a terrible problem.”  Taryn looked down at the pack in her arms, paced away, and then returned in an agony of trust.  “Who are you?”
 
   “They call me Romany, for I go where I will,” the lady said proudly.  Her eye lit on Taryn’s pack and gleamed.  “What treasure, love?  What precious penny?”
 
   “The most precious,” Taryn admitted, every word a stone.  Her heart in her throat, she reached into the pack and brought Aisling out into the light.
 
   She watched the smile fade from Romany’s face, to be replaced by an awful shock.  It was the one expression, the one outcome to this spur-of-the-moment trip, that she had never expected.  Seeing it, she suddenly knew she had made a terrible mistake.  The strength left her legs.  The warmth left her blood.  She tried to back away and fell, landing with a bruising thud on her butt in the shadow of the great grey library.
 
   “Peace, thee,” the lady whispered.  Romany touched her nimble fingers to her lips, still staring gravely at what Taryn held.  “I will not harm thee, nay, thee has but caught me all a’swim.  Such a treasure you bear.  I thought them lost to this world.  Where found thee this unfledged pearl?”
 
   “In the woods.  In a caved-in den.  In the rain.”  She didn’t seem to be capable of stringing words together any better than that.  Every breath hurt.  “Fifteen years ago.  An egg.”
 
   Romany looked up sharply and then returned a gaze of new wonder on Aisling.  “Is it so, aye?  Is it?  Thee raised it to hatching?  Thee and kin?”
 
   “Just me,” said Taryn.  “No one else knew.  And now I’m so scared.”  Tears that had been building since the previous night finally came to a head and poured out of her.  “You’ve got to help me, please!  I don’t know what to do!  He’s a miracle and I’m going to kill him!”
 
   “Nay, nay.  Peace.  Be still.”  Romany contemplated the sleeping griffin, her thin fingers folded beneath her chin.  All around them was the emptiness of the abandoned library, but somewhere, Taryn could hear cars driving, people shouting, children laughing.  Somewhere.
 
   “What would thee do?” Romany asked at last.  Her eyes were hooded and grave.  “If thee had thy will of it, what would thee do?”
 
   “I need to help him,” Taryn said at once.  “I have to.  He’s got no one else.  But I don’t know what to do.  I thought…you might know things.”
 
   The gypsy looked startled, and then delighted.  “Aye,” she said, long fingers brushing imaginary flecks of dust from the folds of her skirt.  “Many things and many more things does Romany know.  But for thee…mmm…For thee, the best that I can know is to tell thee where to look for knowledge.”  
 
   Romany stood, a cloud of dragons whirling out and then back to nest in their eerily-orchestrated dance.  She began to move up the concrete stair to the library, beckoning with one slender hand as she passed Taryn.
 
   Taryn’s legs gathered under her almost of their own accord, but she didn’t immediately move to follow.  She looked again at the library and saw the dead, black eyes of its many empty windows, the dead, cracked flesh of its abandoned walls.  “It’s closed,” she said, hugging Aisling just a little tighter to her chest.
 
   Romany never paused.  The sparkling threads sewn into her garments dulled as she passed into the shadow of the overhang, but that was all.
 
   Taryn took two steps up the ramp and stopped again, her heart hurting.  “It’s empty!” she called, and flinched when the library’s hollows threw back her words in broken shivers.  She looked bleakly at it again, the playgrounds of her youth, and said, “It’s dead.”
 
   “Nay.”  Romany turned just enough to show Taryn the edges of her smile.  “Tis sleeping, aye.  Tis sleeping only.  But it will wake for me and thee.  Come.  Follow.”  Humming, the gypsy put her hands on the heavy, dungeon doors and pulled.
 
   For just a moment, Taryn thought she saw a shimmer rising in the shadows before the library, the way that heat waves will rise off a sun-baked street if you squint at it just right.  And for that instant, it seemed there were two sets of doors, one that remained fixed and shut and one that opened soundlessly, almost gleefully, under Romany’s slender hands.  Taryn blinked, and then there was only Romany, holding wide the dungeon doors of the Redmond library, smiling back over her round shoulder with that sly and knowing smile.
 
   Taryn drew back, nervously searching the empty parking lot behind her, half-expecting a host of cops to descend on them with lights and sirens and billy-clubs flying.  “We shouldn’t be here,” she said.
 
   “Nay,” agreed her companion, utterly without shame.  “Therefore, swiftly go, before the waking of this place brings attention thee might do better to avoid.”
 
   It was hard to argue with that.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   8.  The Sleeping Library
 
    
 
   Taryn’s feet took her up under the overhang.  Every step brought her a little further back in time.  There, she could see the drinking fountain, her childhood favorite now impossibly short, and the little carpet-covered concrete stair that bucked out before it.  There, she could see the door to the conference room, dark and still, just a tangle of shadows behind black windows.  There, she could see the display case and no sooner did her eyes strike it, but the little light inside came on, sputtering at first, as unused lights will do, before glowing out with force and illuminating proudly its collection of treasures.
 
   Taryn stepped over the threshold and under Romany’s arm, all her wondering attention fixed on that glowing glass case.  She was only dimly aware of the great door whispering shut and settling once more.  She was fascinated by what she saw.  She was amazed.
 
   There was an old leather backpack occupying one corner of the case.  It was a well-used thing, worn and patched and stained.  Its top flap was unbuckled and flung casually back to reveal its contents: metal stakes, half-burnt candles, dented tins (one of these, also open, displayed a dozen of the thickest, ugliest wooden matches Taryn had ever seen), rolls of white linen, several sheets of stained paper, a tiny bottle half-filled with ink, and a book, laid open to a hand-drawn map and some spiky tired-looking letters in a language Taryn couldn’t make out.  A traveler’s pack, that much was obvious.  One that had seen plenty of hard traveling in its time before retiring here in the sleeping library to rest at last.
 
   Beside it, raised up on forked blocks, was a sword.  A saber, really, wider cut at the curve than at the hilt.  It still looked very sharp, for all that it looked very well-used.  It was not made of metal, but of a deep purple substance that seemed almost crystalline.  Taryn knelt to better see the broad, pitted blade and found that she could see right through it in the right light.  And there were marks down the unsharpened back of the saber’s blade, carvings or etchings, but like the writing in the book, they were not letters Taryn knew.  
 
   The sword’s scabbard sat below it, still attached to the belt that had carried it.  It was a very narrow-waisted belt.  A ladies’ belt, Taryn thought, although there was no proof of this anywhere.  The only ornamentation the belt carried was in its buckle—a plain, round buckle made of some beaten, dull metal, and marked with a hook-shape.  Or not a hook at all, she realized, but finally a letter she could recognize.  J.  That was all.  Just J.
 
   The other items in the case, although unusual, could not capture quite the same depth of amazement as these three world-weary retirees.  They were relics, she was sure; there were golden idols and jewels and priceless artifacts, there were cups and mirrors, carvings, daggers, beaded headdresses, rings, staff-heads, stone bowls, balls, bottles sealed with silver caps and wax, and so many marvelous things that Taryn couldn’t seem to see them all, but her eyes kept returning to that pack, that sword, that belt.  J.  
 
   When she straightened up at last and reluctantly turned away from the display case, Romany was waiting by the inner library doors.  At her shoulder was the same library calendar, empty now but for a scrap of what looked an awful lot like leather.  The word MOOT had been painted on it in broad strokes of blue.
 
   “Where are we?” Taryn asked, pulling her gaze with effort away from that unknowable word.  “Where are we really?”
 
   Romany pushed open the inner doors and held them wide, waiting.  After a moment, Taryn went.
 
   It was cold inside and there was a smell, the sort that one came home to after a week’s vacation.  Not neglect, exactly, nothing musty or precisely stale, but only the smell of a building that was lonely.  Taryn ducked beneath Romany’s arm, feeling threads of the gypsy’s shawl brush over her like cobwebs.  A number of dragons made the leap onto Taryn’s back, but quickly scampered off again as she straightened up inside the sleeping library.  She could see empty shelves, empty tables, the empty counter that librarians had once manned. 
 
   The lights began to come on, one by one from left to right, and Taryn saw that it was not entirely empty after all.  At her right, halfway down the wall where the old kiddie section used to be (in the very same set of shelves, in fact, where she had once been able to find the adventures of Jenny Fletcher, Girl Genius) there were books.
 
   “Go,” Romany said suddenly.  The gypsy’s voice was stark in the cavernous room, but it did not echo.  The library, starved for company, held on to every sound.  “I will hold the door.  Go, thee, and swiftly.”
 
   Taryn moved as one in a dream, her gaze wide and fixed upon her destination, her feet numb even as they carried her.  The books were very old, every one of them bound in leather or in wood, and although many spines were marked in some fashion (crests, circles, strange runic-looking embossing in gold or silver) none of them showed titles.
 
   She began at the top shelf, the far left, with the first book in a whole row of identical green-covered books.  She put her hand on one and felt leather worn smooth as rose petals beneath her fingers.  She pulled it out into the light and turned it to see the front cover.  Silver paint made letters that, finally, she could read.  Far-Telling Arcanos.  Volume One: Aeromancy.
 
   There were no such books.  Oh sure, in the movies, pretty little heroines in tight sweaters were always tripping down to their local libraries when zombies popped up and finding books like these, but Taryn had been to a great many real libraries in her life and there were no such books.  She jostled Aisling to her shoulder so that she could open this impossible book and saw thick pages with hand-written lettering and greatly-ornamented margins.  The first letter of every new page was always drawn in the shape of a contorted dragon.  The secrets of Aeromancy explained.  How to see the future in the air.  
 
   With trembling hands, Taryn shelved Volume One and brought out Volume Two.  Anthropomancy, it said.  She opened it and gazed in silence at many beautiful and painstakingly-illustrated pages diagramming exactly how humans should be laid out for sacrifice, which organs should be read and how.
 
   The voice of Romany drifted to her, no louder than a whisper.  “Hurry, thee.”
 
   Taryn made herself close the book and pull out the next.  Astragalomancy.  And the next, Capnomancy.  And down through all fifteen volumes of the Far-Telling Arcanos.  The first book she touched after that was called Magickal Circles, and after that, A Collection of the Maps of the Ancient Kingdoms of the Three Realms.  Her heart leapt when she found the words Magical Beasts carved on the cover of one book, until she opened it and found the addendum ‘and their uses’ penned beneath an illustration of an eviscerated unicorn.
 
   The books seemed to be in no particular order, although collections were kept together.  Some books had no titles on the front covers at all and had to be opened.  She found many books on sorcery, particularly on ways of divination: examining tea leaves, candle flames, incense smoke, bird flights, the movements of melted lead or pearls in water, burning the livers of donkeys or llamas or humans, reading palms, reading fingers, reading feet.  She found books on the magical properties of rocks, trees, herbs, and every other imaginable thing.  She found books on the making of amulets and talismans.  She found books on how to make and activate runes and wards.  Books on how to invoke spirits, elementals, djinn, the dead, homunculi, or demons.  And there were spell books by the dozens, providing a reading wizard with everything from magical flames to foods to slaves to sex to killing curses.  And here and there, tantalizing her, were books Taryn would have loved to sit and read:  The Draconid, Chimerae in the Age of Reason, A True Accounting of the Infliction of Lycanthropy.
 
   But it was on the last shelf, tucked unimportantly between Vedekum’s Necronthology and the first volume of The Alchemist’s Arts, that Taryn found what she knew she was looking for.  
 
   It was a small book, comparatively speaking.  It was about the size of a video cassette tape and half the thickness.  The cover was soft leather, rubbed shiny, and title-less.  The pages were sewn into the binding, not paper at all, but a soft and supple fabric.  The lettering was neat, if haphazardly spelled at times.  And on the first page was written, The Care and Feeding of Young Griffins, by Bancha Sorefoot.
 
   “I found it!” Taryn called, startled, and Aisling raised his head and chirped distress.
 
   Taryn backed away from the shelves, pulling him down in the crook of her arm again and trying to turn pages with just one hand.  Chapter One: Griffin or Gryphon?  She laughed out loud, her eyes still huge and unbelieving.
 
   “Hurry!” Romany said again, and this was urgency in her voice.
 
   “Okay, I’m coming!”  And without thinking about it, Taryn went to the check-out counter, set her book down, and dug into her back pocket for her wallet.  In the very back sleeve was a worn and wrinkled slip of paper, marked with a six-year old’s best penmanship, and Taryn brought it out.  She turned it over and wrote ‘Care and Feeding of Griffins’ on the back and left it.  Then she picked up her book, renewed her grip on her griffin, and headed for the door.
 
   Romany stared past her at the library card left on the counter.  On her face, an expression of surprise had finally erased all the slyness.  When she looked at Taryn next, she was smiling.  “Well done, thee,” she said.  “Now come, and quickly.”
 
   Taryn went, ducking beneath the gypsy’s arm and then on ahead, to wait by the heavy outer doors for Romany to come and open them.  Romany was there in an instant, humming under her breath as she pushed.  The gypsy’s arms strained, but the doors didn’t budge.  Taryn knew a moment of kindling panic, but Romany only panted out a dry chuckle and hummed a little louder.  “Think thee so, thee old buzzard?  Ha.  For am I not Romany?  I go where I will!”  She pushed again, rolling her shoulders like a cat about to pounce, as easy in her element as the dragons singing softly in her hair.
 
   Taryn felt, or thought she felt, a subtle shifting beneath her feet, as though the building itself had heaved a sigh of parting, and she glanced back through the tinted glass and into the sleeping library for one last wistful look.
 
   At the librarian’s counter, intangible as a ghost, the figure of an old woman in long robes seemed to be materializing out of the air.  She could see this entity peering down at the counter, see it pinching up her library card and looking around with a baffled expression, but it was fading, or she was.  Romany’s humming grew louder and then the doors were swinging wide.  There was no ghost and no librarian.  All was dark.  The library was asleep again.
 
   Taryn stepped out into the autumn air, smelling rain on wet pavement and hearing the not-so-distant drone of traffic and the raised, laughing voices of children moving in and out of the real library down the street.
 
   Taryn lingered in the shade of the overhang and opened her new book at random, skimming rapidly through words she knew she’d probably memorize before too long.
 
   There are some who believe griffins are only female.  These people need to have sex more often.  Maybe if they did, they’d eventually realize that, leaving aside the nature of certain invertebrates and, of course, the puppet yewhg, males are necessary for more than just moving heavy objects.  However, I won’t say that males aren’t rare.  In each of the four species collectively known as griffins, males make up only five percent of the population entire.
 
   “And is thee satisfied?” Romany asked, stepping up close behind her.
 
   “Yes!  Thank you!”  Taryn flipped rapidly through pages to continue reading.
 
   Shortly after hatching, the young chicks are fed for the first time.  One parent (usually the cob, since the crown seldom leaves her den during the hatching process) will bring back some small game and shred the entrails into chick-sized bites.  The stomach, liver, and intestines are always fed to the chick first, while Mama eats the meat of this first meal herself.  It would appear the chicks need something in the animal’s digestive track to set their own works in motion—
 
   Taryn wanted to scream with joy.  “Thank you!” she managed at last.  “Oh, thank you, Romany!  I can do this now!”
 
   “How certain thee is.”
 
   “But I can feed him now!”  Taryn made herself close the book, but she couldn’t stop hugging it, almost as tightly as she hugged Aisling.  “I know what I’m doing and it’ll be okay now!”
 
   Romany was studying her with a distinctly hurtful scrutiny.  It was not contempt she showed, exactly, as there was nothing deliberately unkind in her eyes, but all the same, Taryn knew the gypsy thought she was looking at a fool.  She didn’t have to say it, but she sure didn’t bother to hide it.
 
   “What?” Taryn stammered, her excitement ebbing.
 
   “Where will thee take him now, Romany wonders,” the gypsy said mildly.  Her dragons raised themselves in a sudden gust and blew out from her in a cloud.  Romany did not even blink her knowing eyes.  “Where will thee take him to feed him what thee now knows thee must?”
 
   “Home, I guess.”
 
   “Home is where for thee?”
 
   Taryn could feel herself blushing.  “It’s, um, an apartment down in Oregon.  It’ll do for now, though.  I mean—”
 
   “Aye,” Romany said simply.  “For now.”
 
   Silence.  Taryn shifted on the steps of the library, looking down at Aisling when she could no longer meet the gypsy’s eyes.  “I know it won’t be easy,” she said.  “I know it’ll take more than a book, but…”
 
   Romany said nothing.  Her dragons continued to circle and spin and sing in the air above her.
 
   Taryn made herself look away from the crown of her sleeping griffin.  “I’ve got to try,” she said.  “He’s a miracle.  I’d do anything.”
 
   “Ah.”  The gypsy’s eyes, black and wet as ink, sought Taryn’s.  They showed no reflection.  “Would thee give him up?”
 
   Taryn shut her eyes against the pain that lanced through her.  She couldn’t answer right away, but no amount of anguished debate could produce a different answer than that which had first come to her.  “No,” she said.  “If…If there was no other way to save him and someone else could, then maybe…but I would have to be sure that he would be all right and I don’t think I can be sure.  He’s a baby.  He’s just a baby.  How could I give him up to anyone?”
 
   “And to keep him, to raise him rightly, what would thee give up?”
 
   Taryn shook her head, stepping away in confusion.  “I don’t know how to answer that.  Do you want money?”
 
   “I want naught.  What would thee lose, to have him?”
 
   Taryn looked down into Aisling’s sleeping face.  Her own crumpled.  “Anything,” she said, aching.
 
   “Mean thee this generous boast?”  Romany’s voice was sharp.
 
   “Yes.  I don’t have much, but…I’ll do whatever I have to do if you’ll help me.”
 
   “I?  Nay, my help must be limited.  I cannot take him and I cannot take thee.  But I can render thee some small aids, aye, and that I will do if thee can only answer me.  How shall thee save him?”
 
   Taryn stared into the implacable face of the gypsy.  “What do you mean?”
 
   “How shall thee save him?” Romany asked again, her voice hardening.  “If thee should raise him to mastery, how shall that save him?  How shall thee teach thy charge to hunt?  To fly?  Where shall he lair?  What shall be his territory?  What, his prey?  His mate?  Come, ‘tis a measure of shortest time to answer.  How shall thee save him?”
 
   “I—”  Taryn fell helplessly silent.
 
   “Thee cannot keep him.”  Romany’s face softened.  Her hand came out to brush lightly at Taryn’s windblown hair.  “Kill him,” she said.  “Tis kindest.”
 
   “I won’t!”  Taryn’s arms tightened protectively, rousing the griffin from sleep.  
 
   “He will always be a secret thee must keep.  And thee cannot keep such secrets here.”  Romany’s gaze drifted, looking out over the empty lot, to the tops of city-trees and the outlines of buildings beyond.  Grown-up Redmond.  She shook her head, looking faintly pained, and then returned her attention to Taryn.  “Thee could never keep such secrets.  Would thee have him suffer captivity all his long days?  Kill him.”
 
   “No!”  She didn’t even know how to argue with something so wrong.  It took several seconds before she could even try, and Romany watched her with open pity all the while.  “He has to live,” Taryn managed at last.  “I won’t kill him just to…to keep my apartment!  That’s obscene!”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “Yes, it is!  How could you even suggest it?  It’d be like…like selling him or…It’s just wrong!” she finished desperately.  “There has to be another way.  I’ll…I’ll go someplace else.”
 
   Romany was silent for a long time, silent and very still.  Her eyes were somehow very deep, bright as wet ink, but filled with warning thoughts.  She watched Taryn pace up and down in the shadowed overhang, and nothing moved apart from the tips of her hair where dragons shifted.  Finally, haltingly, in a voice scarcely more than a whisper, she said, “Would thee leave this place?  To raise him?”
 
   “Of course I would.”  Taryn kept pacing, hoping the kinesis of motion would magically transform itself into thought.  Granna Birgit’s cabin.  That was all she could think of.  Out in the wilds on the edge of Yellowstone.  No neighbors to speak of, but there were hikers, and she had no idea what she was going to do for money.  Still, it was the best she had, and she was sure Granna Birgit would let her stay.  She’d have a harder time keeping the other relatives away once summer rolled around.  Her Aunt Janet’s kids were going to be the worst of them.  They were pretty evil anyway, and they’d been using the cabin for their own personal Spring Break hangout for so many years—
 
   “There is a place I could take thee,” Romany said.  She did not flinch when Taryn swung around, but neither did she try to disguise the unease her face revealed.  “A place where thee could raise him, aye, even for so long.  It is no little distance, no small hardship.  Is thee willing?”
 
   “Yes,” Taryn said unhesitatingly.  “When do we leave?”
 
   Romany’s eyes dipped down to Aisling and showed that uncertainty again.  “Very soon, aye.  Two days, I could give thee,” she continued in a low, musing tone.  She didn’t bother to look up and gauge Taryn’s reaction.  There was no room for debate in her offer.  “Time to render thy possessions to be taken or abandoned.  Time to will farewell to kith and kin.  And I shall make arrangements here, that there should be letters sent, if thee should wish it.”  Her eyes burned out with that pained, tentative emotion, and she added, “I would carry letters for thee, aye.  I could do that much.”  Her voice turned sharp again.  “And then return to me, thee and thine.  I shall take thee to a place where thee can keep him, if thee does desire it, but there must be great danger.”
 
   “I understand,” Taryn said.
 
   Romany merely looked at her and shaped a crooked sort of smile.  “Thee doesn’t,” she said gently.  “Thee can’t.”
 
   “Okay,” said Taryn.  “But I’m going anyway.”
 
   The gypsy’s smile faded.
 
   “He’s a miracle.”  Taryn wrapped her arms a little tighter around her backpack, cradling the unseen griffin it carried.  “He needs me and I’m going to save him.”
 
   Romany pulled her shawl closer around her shoulders and the dragons nestling there rose in frantic funnels before setting again in her hair.  “Go,” she said quietly.  “Return swiftly as thee is able, and I shall take thee to Arcadia.”  She turned and began to make her way down the stairs, glancing skyward as she came out of the shadowed overhang.  “I do not trust even the wind of this world,” she muttered.  “Go, thee.  Soon all the storms that come will be for thee.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   9.  No Good Bye
 
    
 
   “Mom, Dad, I’m joining the Life Corps.”
 
   “What’s that?” Rhiannon asked.
 
   Taryn drummed her fingers nervously on the tabletop of the booth they occupied at Potato Jacket, her parents’ favorite buffet restaurant.  She had a plate of food in front of her that she couldn’t even remember getting.  Her mind was on the car, where Aisling was curled in the backseat, hidden under a blanket in a tall box and sleeping off a bellyful of rabbit entrails (finding the rabbit farm had been relatively easy, steeling herself to watch the necessary killing and cleaning only somewhat more difficult.  Taryn had been feeding Aisling every few hours, trying to make up for the starvation he’d suffered during her initial ignorance with extra servings of stomach and liver.  His little tummy had been bulging when she poured his sleeping body into the box where he now hid).  The box was also under a blanket, this one taped down to keep it from sliding free and showing off a griffin to any passers-by.  Then, of course, she’d cut a hole in the blanket so he’d be sure to breathe easy.  Now she was worried about the car being stolen.  No one on God’s green Earth would want to steal her rusted-out patchworked piece of surely-a-quality-automobile, but knowing that rationally did nothing to assuage her fears.  Most of that had to do with sleep-deprivation, she knew.  She didn’t think she’d closed her eyes since before the egg had hatched.
 
   But this was still the easy part.  Taryn stared in to the open and politely-inquiring faces of her family and tried to draw strength from them.  Failing that, she tried to remember the lie she’d concocted with Romany’s help the day before yesterday.
 
   “It’s kind of like the Peace Corps,” she said.  “I’m going into the wilderness somewhere to help…people.”
 
   “Is it a Christian thing?” her mother asked, alarmed.  “Are you running off to be a missionary?”
 
   “No, no.  There’s no religious backing at all.”  Taryn chewed her lip.  “Tell you the truth, I’m not sure what I’ll be doing at first.  Probably building me a place to live.  The Life Corps isn’t what you call an established project.”
 
   “Where will you be going?” Rhiannon asked.  She was picking the spinach out of her mixed-greens salad and even her curiosity had a distracted sound to it.
 
   “Not sure.  Africa, maybe.  Or maybe South America somewhere.  It depends on where they decide they need me.”
 
   “Well.”  Her mom and dad exchanged glances and then her father casually addressed his potato.  “I’m sure you’ll do a lot of good.  When are you leaving?”
 
   Taryn took a deep breath.  “After lunch.”
 
   Now she had all their attention.  Three thunderstruck faces stared back at her.  Taryn made herself eat a radish.
 
   “So soon?” her mother said, just as her father said, “You just signed a lease, didn’t you?”
 
   “I need someone to put my stuff in storage for me,” Taryn said.  “I’ll be carrying everything I pack for a while, so I didn’t take much.  I tried to put everything in boxes, but I ran out of boxes.  I’m going to write you a check—”
 
   “You can’t rush something like this, honey.”
 
   “—to cover my next two months’ rent and the landlord says he’ll let you sign me out after that.  Also, I’m going to give you a little extra to cover the cost of a U-Haul and a Stor-Box for a while.  In fact, maybe I better just give you my pin number and let you have everything.”
 
   “Taryn, please!” her mom said, loudly enough to make the surrounding tables fall silent.  “You haven’t thought this through!”
 
   “Yes, she has.”  Rhiannon was staring at her with an expression that was almost horror.  “She’s really going.”
 
   “I have to do this,” Taryn said helplessly.  “I know it’s sudden, but this is when it has to be.  I…I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.”  Tears pricked at her eyes and she stared down at the tabletop.  “A few years at least.”
 
   “Years?” her mother gasped.
 
   Her father was still perfectly silent.
 
   Taryn wiped her eyes and dug in her pocket for a folded sheet of paper.  “Mail is going to be pretty sketchy,” she said.  “But I have someone who’ll come by once in a while and deliver stuff.  This is the address for a P.O. Box for the Life Corps office up in Washington.  You send any letters or stuff to me care of them and I’ll get it.  Eventually.  Just, um, you know, nothing perishable or heavy.  No…reverse combine engines or anything.”
 
   “Oh baby.”  Her mom began to cry.
 
   Taryn pushed the paper out into the middle of the table and then immediately wished she hadn’t let it go just yet.  She needed something in her hands for this part.  She picked up her baked potato and gripped it tightly.  “This…this could be a little dangerous,” she began.
 
   Her mother’s tears were nearly soundless, but the table was shaking with the force of them.  Her father put his arm around his wife’s shoulders, but he never took his eyes off Taryn.  His expression was unreadable.  Rhiannon was still staring at her, pale and silent.  She was leaving these people, and she was hurting them first.  Taryn tried to think of some way to prepare them for some very bad possibilities, but in the end, she only dropped her eyes and moved on.
 
   “I bought a Polaroid camera, so I’ll send you lots of pictures,” she said.  She dragged her gaze up, tears spilling down her cheeks.  “Please, don’t be mad at me.”
 
   “We’re not angry, Taryn,” her father said.  “But I’d be lying if I said we were happy.”
 
   “This isn’t like you,” whispered Rhiannon.  There was a distance in her voice, now and for the first time, and that hurt worse than anything Taryn could have imagined.  They’d always been so close.  They’d always told each other everything.  The lie that now lay between them was suffocating.
 
   “I know, but I have to do it,” Taryn said.  She couldn’t meet her little sister’s eyes.  “And I have to do it now.  I’m sorry.  I hate springing it on you like this.”
 
   “Are you in trouble?” her father asked quietly.  “Are you running away?”
 
   She looked at him, startled at first and then helplessly loving him.  “No, Dad,” she said.  She thought of Aisling and smiled through her tears.  “But I suddenly have a chance to do something so wonderful and so huge that I can’t say no.  I just can’t.  I don’t want to hurt you.  I don’t even want to leave, but I will.  Because I have to go.  I have to help and this is the only way.”
 
   Her eyes pulled toward her car, to the precious thing hidden in the backseat, and her smile lingered.  “I wish I could think of something to say to convince you,” she said.  “I think it’s like falling in love or dying.  Sometimes you don’t want to, but when it happens, you have to go where it takes you.  And I have to go.”
 
   Silence.  When she turned around, she saw her family looking back at her without understanding, but with a kind of acceptance.
 
   “You’ll write,” her mother said, and Taryn knew it was okay.
 
   “As often as I can.  You’ll probably get them all at once, but I’ll write every chance I get.”
 
   Her father’s hand closed over hers and squeezed.  “I think if I knew the whole story here, I’d be very proud of you,” he said softly.  He reached under the collar of his shirt for a silver chain, and the St. Christopher’s medallion that hung on the end of it, and pressed it into Taryn’s palm even as she shrank back.
 
   “Dad,” she began, shaking her head.
 
   “Don’t argue with me, daughter,” he said, and curled her fingers firmly around the silver.  “If it’s lost, it’s lost.  But while you have it, you’ll wear it, and you’ll remember that somewhere in the world, the people that you love are missing you and waiting for you to return with honor.  Take it, Taryn.  I won’t ask you to explain, but I’m telling you to take it.”
 
   She put it on and felt the heavy drag of the little medallion bowing at her neck and burning like a stone in her heart.  There was no celebration left in lunch, but Taryn ate anyway, painfully aware that it would be the last time she tasted these foods for a long, long time.
 
   Afterwards, there were hugs all around and nothing else to say but “I love you,” and that couldn’t be said enough.  She popped the trunk and endured an examination of her camping gear by first her father and then her mother and finally Rhiannon.  “It’s not enough,” her mother kept saying, a little more desperately each time.  “It’s nowhere near enough.  How will you live?”
 
   “I have to carry everything,” Taryn reminded her.  “I’ll be okay.  And I have to go, Mom.  I want to say goodbye to Granna.”
 
   “Then you’ve already told John?” Rhiannon asked.
 
   Taryn winced, closing up the trunk of her car.  “And John,” she said heavily.
 
   “You’re leaving tonight and you haven’t even told your boyfriend?”  Rhiannon shook her head again, hard, not merely negating Taryn’s behavior but actually seeming to try and throw it off like water.  “W-What is the matter with you?”  She started to cry and ran off in the direction of her own car across the parking lot.
 
   Taryn watched her little sister go, feeling the weight of her parent’s stares itching between her shoulder blades.  She knew she wasn’t handling this parting very well.  She supposed there might even be a better way out there somewhere, but she doubted it.  Some goodbyes were never going to be good ones, no matter what a person did.
 
   The drive to the retirement village where Granna Birgit lived felt easily twice as long as it should have on a sunny autumn day.  She was too much aware of all the ‘last times’ she was having.  She couldn’t pass a UPS truck without thinking that it would be three years at least before she saw another one, or received a package in the mail, or took anything to the post office.  She walked into the home under a fugue of this depression and called out to her grandmother’s cabin with a voice that was already on the edge of fresh tears.
 
   If her grandmother was surprised to see her visiting on a Tuesday morning, she did a good job of disguising it, welcoming Taryn with the same Irish cheer that she always did.  Taryn collected a kiss and a hug and a cup of cocoa and sat with it in her grandmother’s window, trying to stammer out the same story she’d given her folks while the echoes of Rhiannon’s tears did their best to bore into the very soul of her.  Granna Birgit sat and rocked and knitted without interrupting, but the aged head came right up when Taryn got to the part about settling in a wilderness.
 
   “What are you taking?” she asked then, her eyes bird-bright and piercing.  She’d listened closely through about half of Taryn’s clumsy checklist, but then she’d thrown down her knitting with an unladylike snort and plucked the cocoa out of Taryn’s hands.  “What garbage!” she chuckled, shaking her head.  “Air mattress, ha!  The ground is good enough for your young bones.  It’d spring a leak in a week’s time anyway, and there you’d be.  Collapsible chairs and camping stoves!  Sit on a rock and learn to cook on coals, girl!  There are things you can learn to live without, aisling,” she said gently, squeezing Taryn’s hands.  “And things you can’t.  Come with me.”
 
   Taryn went, bemused, and watched with no small amount of awe as her grandmother reached into the cupboard in her little kitchen and took down a cast iron cauldron easily large enough to boil a whole turkey in.
 
   “Cliodhna,” Granna Birgit murmured, her gnarled hands stroking the dull black rim.  “A wedding gift for my mother’s mother, and old even then, I’d warrant.  It came west with her, oh, 1843, that was.  Cliodhna and a set of sewing needles was her only dowry, and with them, she was one well-made bride, ha!”  The old woman laughed, then sighed, and turned to face Taryn with a broad smile.  “It’s been pot and kettle, oven and, aye, bathtub and baby basin in its day.  And now it’s yours.”
 
   “I’ll lose it,” Taryn said, backing away.
 
   “So lose it.”  The aged shoulders rose and fell nonchalantly.  “But use it first, aisling.  It has a noble history.  Let it have a noble legacy before it becomes just another tired antique for my grandchildren to squabble over.”  Granna Birgit curled her lip to expose, for a moment, the perfect white teeth of a denture-wearer, and then she smiled again.  “So come and take it, aisling.  If nothing else, you can sell it when you get to where you’re going for a mated pair of goats or geese or whatever they have.”
 
   Taryn reached out reluctantly and closed her hands around the curved handle, feeling the awesome weight of the cauldron dragging at her already.
 
   Granna Birgit gave her an old woman’s sunny grin, the sort that said plainly that she saw her granddaughter’s lack of enthusiasm well enough and chose to ignore it.  “And now to fill it,” she said, and headed for the door.
 
   “I have to carry everything,” Taryn protested, but she was already following her.
 
   “A few day’s discomfort will buy you a full belly for the rest of your years,” Birgit called back uncaringly.  “You were willing enough to lug an air mattress and all that other pointless frippery around, weren’t you?”
 
   Out of the cabin and across the immaculate yards they went, with Granna Birgit’s hands worn and warm on Taryn’s arms.  They went past rows of flowers and neat little patches of pumpkins and corn to a greenhouse, lightly bustling with other old gardeners.  Inside, midway down the second aisle of growing green, Birgit stopped and retrieved a tray from the potting tables.
 
   “Here we are,” she groaned, and Taryn moved to take the weight of the tray and clear a place for it and the cauldron.  “Good Irish potatoes, those are.  Grow anywhere.  You take them, aisling.  As many as you can stand to carry.”
 
   While Taryn began to load the small, sprouting seed potatoes into her cauldron, Birgit hobbled away, stopping to confer often with the others she met.  When the old woman returned, she had dozens of paper seed packets in her hands.  “Pumpkins, carrots, tomatoes, zucchini, musk melon, kale, bok choy—oh, Edward, you and your heathen vegetables—sugar peas, green beans, turnips, lettuce and corn.  Won’t all grow, I imagine, but something surely will.  Get the potatoes in the ground just as soon as you can, and mix the ashes of your first fire in with them when you plant them so they’ll know you mean business.  And sing to them, aisling.  They’ll be in a new place same as you and be wanting the comfort.”
 
   Birgit’s hands, soft as roses, cupped Taryn’s face and pulled her down to accept a kiss.  “You’re wanting to be on your way, I see that sure enough,” she said.  “Oh, what I wouldn’t give for one more adventure of my own!  Those days are set now, I suppose, but it does my old heart good to see the fire in you, Taryn.”  She stroked at strands of Taryn’s hair, smiling mistily, and then said, “One more thing, to remember me by.”
 
   When she reached for her neck, for the claddagh that had been her wedding ring and that she now wore on a gold chain, Taryn couldn’t stop herself from crying out.
 
   “I won’t take that!” she said helplessly.  “I won’t!  I’ll lose it!”
 
   Birgit’s laughter rang out like a bell, light and free of care.  She caught Taryn’s hand and dropped the ring into her palm, then backed away, waving her own empty hands mischievously.  “No backsies!” she said merrily.  “It’s yours now, aisling.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I hate long goodbyes.  May the Good Lord keep you in the hollow of His hand and never close His fist too tight,” Birgit said, and she turned around.
 
   Taryn looked down at the hand that held her grandmother’s wedding ring.  It was still outthrust and white-knuckled, with the ring itself dangling and glittering in the filtered greenhouse light.  She looked like she was trying to ward off an attack of plant-people.  With a sigh, she slipped the chain over her head and let the ring fall to join her father’s St. Christopher medallion.  Then she picked up her cauldron full of tiny green potatoes and headed outside.  Her car was waiting and she still had one more bad goodbye.
 
   Taryn drove to John’s apartment complex.  She sat outside the mud-brown building where her boyfriend lived, staring at his door and listening to Aisling treble his sleeping chirps under his blanket in the backseat.  She supposed she should feel worse than she did.  Which wasn’t to say that she didn’t feel bad at all, but most of what sat cold in her heart was just the dread of doing this in the first place.  John was a nice enough guy.  
 
   She needed to get this done.  Time was passing her by and it was never going to get easier.
 
   Taryn got out of the car and went to John’s door.  She started to reach for her keys, but then left them where they were.  Walking in like nothing was changed and then breaking up with him…how could she do that?  She lifted her hand to knock and then lowered it again.  Knocking felt so formal, so unkind.  All of a sudden, she found herself wishing strongly that she’d chatted with him at least a little the night the egg had hatched, instead of shutting him down and then driving off without another word.  Now she was turning up at his door just to say goodbye.  She supposed the break-up itself was inevitable—they’d been dating three months now, and each day it seemed to take a little more work to make everything okay between them—but it was still depressing to have to admit defeat like this.
 
   Maybe it would be easier to do this over the phone.  She felt wrung out enough already from the scene with her family, with Rhiannon.  She didn’t want to do this anymore tonight.  Aisling was waiting in the car.  He’d need to be fed again pretty soon and she still had some rabbit in a plastic container waiting in the car.  She’d rather be wrist deep in that than have to deal with this.  What did that say about her?
 
   No.  The break-up may have been inevitable, but John still deserved to hear it face to face.  She’d make it as painless as possible and she’d let him get mad if he had to, and then she’d get out as soon as she could and get on the road.  On the steps of the Redmond library, Romany may already be waiting for her.  All this would probably hurt a lot more tomorrow, but by then, she’d have plenty of other distractions.  Raising a griffin out in the wilderness of Washington state probably wouldn’t leave her with a lot of spare time.  She just had to get through this first.
 
   Taryn fished out her keys, found the one for John’s apartment, and unlocked his door.  She was struck first by the dinner-smells, good ones, garlic and wine.  Not a bad cook, her Johnny-boy, especially when it came to Italian.  Lunch was still an unhappy lump in her stomach, but the thought of curling up on John’s shoulder with a plate of his lasagna was very appealing to her.  He was—
 
   He was…
 
   He was in the bedroom, she realized, as the sounds she had been hearing for some time now finally began to have some meaning.  He was in the bedroom and he wasn’t alone.
 
   Slowly, Taryn shut the door behind her.  She looked vaguely toward the dining room—two plates of half-eaten lasagna, two glasses half-filled with wine—and took John’s key off her key ring.  He’d want it to give to his new girlfriend.  Or maybe he wouldn’t.  But in either case, she wouldn’t need it anymore.
 
   The sounds from the bedroom were getting louder.  She supposed she’d ought to leave.  It seemed very important to her that she not embarrass him.  But it was somehow just as important that John get his key back and that he hear her say goodbye.  It seemed the only decent thing to do.  He’d been a pretty good boyfriend up until now.
 
   The bedroom door was open.  Taryn had only to walk a dozen measured steps to stand in the doorway.  There, she could see the two figures clasped together on the bed quite plainly.  See them, hear them, even smell them.  Sex had a smell.  How ‘bout that.  
 
   They must have started out wrapped in a sheet, but now it and all the rest of the bedding was pulled loose and lying in drifts on the floor.  The girl had a pillow under her head, and another under her hips.  How considerate he was, seeing to her comfort like that.  Or maybe the pillow under her hips was more pragmatic.  Maybe it just wasn’t possible for her to lock her ankles around his waist like that if her hips weren’t tilted back.
 
   It was hard to watch this.  She didn’t love him, she was more certain of that now than ever, but it was impossible not to feel betrayed.  She’d known sex was important to him.  From the second date, he’d been trying, but she hadn’t been ready and he’d always said he understood.  He’d always said he’d wait until it could be right and special.  Now she had to wonder, was this girl right?  Was she special?  Had it been about this all along?  Never really about intimacy and trust, but just this?  Would any body do, as long as it would lie open for John’s naked thrusting?  
 
   She could see everything so starkly.  His muscles were all light and shadow rolling together in that rhythm Taryn had never known and yet recognized at once.  His hips moved steadily between the thighs of his keening partner, unhurriedly, skillfully.  Taryn could see the thick length of him each time he withdrew, could watch him slowly plunge back inside his partner.  She could see light gleaming wetly along the swollen sides of his shaft, hear the greedy sucking sounds as he was received.  His hands were never still; the sound of them sliding over the skin of the girl beneath him was painfully abrading to Taryn’s ears.  He was kneading the girl’s breasts, suckling at them, teasing the nipples that stood out so erect.  And he was kissing her, covering the girl’s face with the tenderest of touches, until Taryn’s own mouth stung.  She found herself wondering detachedly if it would hurt as much to witness this if only he made love less well.
 
   The girl suddenly screamed.  It was not a pleasure-cry, the culmination of the ardent moans that had been building all this time.  It was a fear-cry, a caught-cry, and John twisted around in the next instant.  His eyes were blue.  Really, really blue.  She’d known that, of course, academically, but she’d never really seen how incredibly blue they were.  Taryn looked silently into those eyes as John hunched over his girl, a gesture that struck her as appealingly protective.  He was still moving, still making love, although his movements had quickened and coarsened considerably.
 
   Taryn turned around and went back into the living room.  She sat down on the couch, pulled a cushion onto her lap and waited.  Through the curtains, she could see part of her car.  Aisling was sleeping in the backseat.  Romany was waiting on the library steps in Redmond.  And John was naked in the bedroom with another girl.
 
   Frantic whispers.  The girl sounded near tears.  Taryn felt very bad about that.  Poor unnamed girl.  Taryn had ruined what seemed like a very nice time.
 
   A minute later, in a rush of half-dressed limbs, the girl came streaking out of the bedroom, past Taryn, and away through the door with a bang.  She didn’t say anything.  Taryn didn’t watch her go.
 
   It seemed much longer before Taryn heard the low shuffle of John’s bare feet on the carpet.  There was silence and then he sighed.  “What?” he asked.  He sounded tired.  “Am I supposed to apologize?”
 
   The question surprised her strangely.  “I don’t know,” she said.  “Are you sorry?”
 
   “Not really.”  He came around and sat beside her on the couch.  He’d put on his bathrobe.  The red one.  She’d got him that one for his birthday.  “I’ve tried to patient, Tare, but I’m a man.  Men have needs.”
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake.”  The lameness of the justification angered her in a way the infidelity itself hadn’t; she shot him a glare and he looked away, flushing.  “I could quote you chapter and verse of sex studies proving that retread went out with the rest of the gender bias from the 50’s, but I’m too tired.  If you’re going to cheat, then cheat, but find a better excuse, will you?  Show me that much respect.”
 
   “Okay.”  He still wouldn’t look at her but his voice had hardened.  “Maybe I should have said, “I have needs,’ and left it at that, but I didn’t think you’d understand.  It’s not the sort of thing you relate to.”
 
   “And now it’s my fault,” she remarked.  She tossed the cushion aside and clasped her hands between her knees, staring out the window at her car.  Aisling.  There was a baby griffin in her car and she was in here breaking up with her boyfriend.  Surreal could not begin to blanket what she was feeling.
 
   John held on to his tight silence for a little while longer and then let it all go in a sigh.  He sagged, his head dropping, and then he looked at her at last.  “It’s not your fault,” he said.  “But it’s not my fault, either.  I wanted sex, Tare.  Normal, healthy people want to have sex.”
 
   She drew back, stung.  “I—”
 
   “Yeah, I know, I know.  You’re not ready.”  John expelled frustration in a curt gust and stood up. He went to the dining room and topped off one of the wine glasses, keeping his back to her.  “And you’re never going to be ready, Tare, that’s the thing.  You know, the day after we first went out, I bumped into one of your exes and he told me you were frigid.  I figured it was your typical ex-boyfriend thing.”  The laughter he used to punctuate this was a bitter thing to hear.  He drank his wine.
 
   “I’m not frigid,” she argued, hurt.
 
   John snorted.
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Really?”  He turned around, resting his hand on the back of a chair and crossing one ankle laconically over the other.  Between the red robe, the gently-swirling glass of wine and his piercing, dry smile, he looked like a commercial for fine cheeses.  “Then what are you waiting for, Taryn?”
 
   She lifted her hands and dropped them again.  “Someone I love.”
 
   His face turned to stone.  He swallowed and set his glass down with an icy deliberateness that was as hard to watch as his sardonic laughter had been to hear.  “Okay,” he said evenly.  “I guess I deserved that.”
 
   “Oh please.”  Taryn pulled her braid around to rub between her palms, her eyes fixed on her own red hair so she wouldn’t have to look at him.  “Don’t say that like it hurt.  If you loved me, you wouldn’t have had Miss Muffet over for dinner.  I could almost understand just bringing someone home to have sex with, but you made an effort here tonight, John, so don’t even try to pretend that you love me.”
 
   He was quiet for a long time, just looking at her.  “I used to love you,” he said finally.  “Or at least, I sure thought I did.  I tried to hold on to that for as long as I could.”
 
   “But I wouldn’t have sex with you.”  She glanced at him.  “So you stopped.”
 
   He didn’t argue.
 
   She shook her head numbly and looked back down at her braid.  It was heavy in her hands.  “You know, in a way, that makes me really glad that I never slept with you.  Because if that’s the kind of man you really are, then I sure deserve better.”
 
   He shrugged one shoulder, showing a little chagrin, but not much.  “Maybe we both deserve better,” he said.  “Did you ever think of that?  Maybe I deserve to be with someone who doesn’t act like chatting online with me is a chore, or who calls me up once in a while and doesn’t need three days’ warning before she’ll go out with me.  Maybe I deserve someone who actually likes being my girlfriend.”
 
   Her heart sank.  It wasn’t supposed to be like this.  Not that it could have ever been happy, but the hostility hiding in him kept disarming her.  She didn’t want to fight.  That she’d come here to break it off in the first place only made it more important that this not get any uglier.  But still, the only thing she could think of to say was, “But you’d have forgiven all that if I’d slept with you, wouldn’t you?”
 
   He searched the ceiling and finally shrugged again.  He said, “Are you going to tell me that I’m breaking your heart?  Are you really going to look me in the eye and say you loved me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “There you go.”  He came around to face her, folding his arms heavily across his chest.  “You seem to be passing out the scripts tonight.  So what happens now?”
 
   She looked down at her hands.  She was still holding the key to his apartment.  She reached out and set it on the coffee table between them.
 
   “Just like that, huh?” he said.  
 
   Taryn stood up, and all the hurt and anger that had been pooled in her stomach poured out of her, too heavy to carry with her.  “Just like that,” she said in her new, weary voice.  “But for what it’s worth, John, I hope you’re happy.  I only ever wanted that.  And I’m sorry if I embarrassed you or your friend tonight.”
 
   He flinched and dropped his eyes.  As Taryn touched the door, he rallied himself to a lackluster, “I’ll call you later.”
 
   “I won’t be there,” she replied.  “But you can write if you want to.  My parents will give you the address.”
 
   He didn’t even ask where she was going.  He let that end their three months together.  He just let her go.
 
   It was raining when Taryn stepped out into the world again, and that was only fitting.  She buckled herself into her car and heard a muffled peep from the covered box in the back.  And it was good enough, she realized.  If nothing else, it was a clean break.  Better to find out now than sit on his memory for three years and come home to him thinking he was worth waiting for.  She raised her head and saw him watching her through the curtains in his living room.  She raised a hand for farewell.  After a moment, he returned the wave.  And then he closed the curtains.
 
   And that was goodbye.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   10.  The Road to Arcadia
 
    
 
   Taryn drove.  West to I-5 and north to the Washington border and on to Redmond, an all-day journey that passed simultaneously as a minute and as a year.  She was leaving her home, a step so much wider than merely going off to college or moving out of her parent’s house.  She was leaving cars and telephones, leaving pizza and The Simpsons and traffic during rush hour.  She didn’t know where Romany was going to be taking her, and she had only the most general idea of how long she’d be gone.  She was walking off a cliff with a griffin in her arms.
 
   She was so scared.
 
   Romany was waiting when she pulled into the crumbling lot of the sleeping library, her dragons in full flight around her as the sky darkened to evening.  She waited, statue-still, while Taryn struggled to strap on her hiking pack and gather up everything she was taking with her.  Romany’s first sign of life came as an extended hand when Taryn walked up to her, and Taryn put the car’s keys and a sale slip into the gypsy’s palm.  Romany made it disappear like a pigeon up a magician’s sleeve, and her dragons settled around her in a glittering cloak.  Only then did the gypsy smile.
 
   Taryn tried to smile back, but fear made the effort ghastly.  She shifted Aisling up further onto her shoulder and tried to jostle the weight of the cauldron full of potatoes into something less heavy.
 
   “Thee is prepared?”
 
   Taryn thought about it.  Dressed in layers to make more room in her backpack for supplies, check.  A minimum of camping gear and a maximum of foodstuffs, check.  Books, check.  Towel (she was a big believer in the Douglas Adams theory of the universe), check.  Baby blankets for Aisling, check.  First aid supplies and basic hygiene, check.  All the essentials were in her hands or on her back.  The only sentimental luxuries, she carried around her neck in the form of her grandmother’s wedding ring, her father’s St. Christopher medallion, and two other necklaces she couldn’t bear to leave behind—one of the drop-heart lockets she and Rhiannon had exchanged when they were little, and a puka-shell choker she’d made in summer camp when she was nine and which she’d been wearing when she found the egg.  Was she prepared?
 
   “I hope so,” Taryn said.
 
   Romany’s black eyes dipped down to the cast-iron cauldron.  They lingered there a long while.  “Follow,” she said at last, and then turned and walked down the concrete steps and out over the empty field that had stood since time immemorial beside the concrete library.
 
   The first step was the hardest.  After that, her eyes quit burning and her breath came easier.  She was leaving.  It was done.  For good or ill, it was done.
 
   They crossed the tangle of weeds and tall grasses, and when they entered the woods that stood at the far end, Romany began to sing.  The words had a smushy sound that reminded Taryn of the Gaelic her grandmother sometimes spoke, but she knew that wasn’t it.  Romany sang slow and lilting, the tune sometimes seeming to come in two voices or even three, harmonizing with herself as Taryn tried to concentrate on where to put her feet on the uneven ground.  It was getting harder to keep walking.  The air felt dense, heavy all around her.  The woods seemed to swim at the edges of Taryn’s sight.  She could see the hem of Romany’s dress swishing across the ground before her, but more and more, it looking like paint brushed in over shadows, creating the world one stroke and one step at a time.  It made her dizzy, and she looked up, only to see the baffling glow of sunrise through the branches, even though it had been coming on to evening when she’d pulled into the library’s parking lot.  The gypsy’s song was imbedding itself into her like nails, making it difficult to concentrate even on the wrongness of the impossibly-rising sun.  Once, she thought she walked right through a tree, tasting bark and earth and feeling a lingering ghost of pins-and-needles all through her chest.  She pushed her eyes back to the ground, blinking hard, and forced herself to follow the solid trail of Romany’s tattered hem.
 
   And then, Romany stopped, the echoes of her haunting voice hushing in air that was again crisp and still.  Taryn came up beside her, breathing hard already, and waited patiently for direction.  There was no path beneath their feet.  The woods were tall and dark and utterly enclosing.
 
   Romany turned and smiled at her.  It was an expression of sly humor, one that held absolutely no sympathy.  “I go no further,” she said.
 
   Taryn’s heart skipped and then slammed extra hard against her ribs to make up for it.  “W-what?!” 
 
   The dragons, stirred by her panic, leapt out and then circled back, chiding her with their high, angry voices.
 
   “Thee must go on alone,” the gypsy said mildly.  “And swiftly go, for thee must be gone of these woods before nightfall is far upon thee.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Romany ignored the question, aiming one slender arm to point further ahead.  “The moon will be rising, I think, when thee finds thy way out.  Aim thyself into its face and walk until thee comes to the Standing Stones.  From there, the choice belongs to thee.  I wish thee well.”
 
   Romany turned away.
 
   “Wait!”  Taryn tried to raise a hand, but both her arms were leaden with their respective cargo.
 
   Romany did not pause.  She swished back through the trees, her voice again rising in song.  It seemed to Taryn that the gypsy shimmered, like heat over a summer road, but when she blinked, the gypsy was gone.  Her voice remained a few minutes more, echoing so oddly it seemed to be singing different words and tunes as well as keys.  Then that, too, was gone.
 
   Taryn was alone.  
 
   She clutched Aisling tight, shivering as she looked around the woods.  It was cold.  Soon, it would be dark as well.  She had to keep moving.  She couldn’t sleep here.  She didn’t know why, but if it was reason enough for the gypsy to warn her, then there had to be a darned good reason.
 
   She turned her feet in the right direction and started walking.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   11.  The Standing Stones
 
    
 
   The woods went on for miles and it wasn’t an easy hike.  Taryn knew she’d never been out here before, but she couldn’t remember any hills this jagged next to the old library in Redmond, and the gathering gloom of evening only made her footing that much more treacherous.  The soil was hard, packed and stony, covered with a slick tarp of pine needles and riddled with toe-catching roots.  The ground beneath her feet rose and fell steeply and irregularly, and she was so afraid of losing her sense of direction that she didn’t dare circle around the frequent drop-offs for an easier descent.  Aisling complained at the constant jostling, but she didn’t let his shrill peeping slow her down.  If anything, it sped her up a little; distressed cries from small things had a way of attracting larger ones, and cougars weren’t entirely unknown in these parts.
 
   Taryn stumbled through the woods as best she could, feeling time like a whip at her back.  She couldn’t see the sun at all through the canopy of trees, but the darkness was growing and the gypsy’s warning not to stay in the woods had a way of resounding in her mind.  There were signs of occupation all around her—scored bark, game trails, hoof prints, pellets—but there had to be something more that Taryn wasn’t seeing.  She doubted Romany would have sounded quite so threatening if the biggest danger out here was rogue deer.  Then again, who knew?  Late autumn, deer could be pretty vicious.  Yeah, she’d just tell herself to watch out for deer.  At least until the sun came up again.
 
   At last, the trees began to thin out.  She saw clouds overhead and then felt rain.  She set down her cauldron full of potatoes to rewrap Aisling in his blanket, and then set off again, ducking her head against the wet.  She had a jacket in her pack, but she didn’t want to dig for it here.  Not until she was all the way out of the woods.  Through the trunks of trees (now beginning to stand out as black shadows against the impending night) she could spy snatches of what looked like open fields.  The end was in sight.  She had to keep moving.
 
   She came down out of the woods on a sloping hill just in time to see the last arc of the setting sun wink out behind the mountains.  She kept walking for a second or two, already scanning the skies for the moon that Romany had told her to align herself to, and then, like she’d taken a thunderbolt straight to the head, she underwent a staggering convulsion of shock and spun to stare at the mountains again.  She dropped her cauldron.  She might have dropped Aisling, if his little weight hadn’t been quite so high on her shoulder.  In that moment, even the baby griffin she carried slipped entirely from her thoughts.
 
   Taryn had grown up in Redmond.  She had seen the Cascades all the young years of her life, and even after moving down to Oregon, the sight of those mountains framing out the horizon behind the library had been a familiar one.  These were not those mountains.  Moreover, the right mountains—the mountains which had been behind the woods when Romany had led her into them—were nowhere in sight.
 
   Her mind knew several minutes of perfect non-thought.  Slowly, it came to her that she did not know where she was.  At all.  And the longer she stood there, the stronger the feeling grew that she was not in Washington anymore.
 
   Absurdly, that was the thought that kept coming back to her, looping around and around in her brain in tones of extremely mild surprise, like an internal copy of The Wizard of Oz had gone on the fritz in her head:  ‘I don’t think I’m in Washington anymore.  I don’t think I’m in Washington anymore.  I don’t think—’
 
   Aisling struggled in her arms to get his head under her chin, and the movement brought her out of her fugue with a jerk.  If this wasn’t Washington—
 
   ‘It isn’t,’ her brain remarked.
 
   —then she had no idea what animals had made their marks in the woods behind her, and Romany’s warning to be out of them before nightfall took on an extra impact.  She had to get well away from here.  She had to find the stones Romany had told her about.  She could worry about munchkins and flying monkeys tomorrow, but she needed to get gone right now.
 
   She knelt down in the damp grass and pulled her backpack off, digging through it to find first her jacket and then her flashlight—one of those newfangled kinetic ones that only needed to be shaken up to light and never needed batteries.  Under the bluish glow of its beam, she located the potatoes that had tumbled out of her cauldron when she dropped it, and then she gathered everything back up into her arms and started walking.  Rapidly.
 
   It wasn’t long at all before the pale face of the moon started to show itself, and with it came a renewed sense of vertigo because it wasn’t the right moon.  It was almost the right moon, and in a way that was the worst part, because her mind kept trying to see it the right way and when it couldn’t fill in enough blanks, that dizzying panic only churned that much harder.  It was a white moon, with just a tint of blue in the craters that pocked its surface, and it was noticeably bigger than the moon ought to be, or maybe it was just closer, she didn’t know.  In any case, it was easiest just to turn herself towards it and then keep her eyes on the ground where her flashlight illuminated her steps.  Don’t look at the moon, don’t think about it.  Just walk.
 
   The woods rolled away for good behind her and the valley opened up.  The grass grew hip-high, gone to seed, and the day’s rains made traveling through it a lot like wading through a river.  As she walked, crushing stems, the scent of green growth became eye-watering and gradually the thought that she wasn’t prone to hay fever (and the gratitude that accompanied that thought) began to push out even the horror of the new mountains and that not-right moon.  Her jeans grew soaked, though, and seeds and chaff from the grass clung to the damp denim.  Before long, she was slogging through the valley in a half-suit of organic armor.  Between the chill in the air and the exhaustion sinking into her body, thoughts of hypothermia were getting harder to ignore, and she was uneasily debating the wisdom of stopping and trying to make camp here when she saw them—the Standing Stones.
 
   She had imagined a cluster of boulders.  What she found instead was a tight ring of dolheims, each easily twice her height and half as thick and wide.  There were a dozen at least, set so close together that she realized she’d have to take her pack off if she was going to slip inside them, which was in itself a daunting prospect, as the entire ring was crowned by a single round slab to form a kind of flat-topped stone hut.
 
   Taryn crossed the field, gazing at the stones in wonder.  She’d never really been all that curious about Stonehenge or how it was made.  Heck, stones were quarried, carried, and set, end of mystery.  But seeing these monoliths out in the middle of nowhere, stones so purposeful and so fundamentally alien to the landscape, she suddenly understood how people could be fascinated by them and believe them to be magic.  The Standing Stones had no business being here except to be stared at, to be magic, to be marvelous.
 
   There was no point in moving on tonight.  Her watch said it was only seven o’clock, but out here (wherever here was) that still qualified as the middle of the night.  She was tired, Aisling was probably starving, and it was too dark to keep walking blind.  It was time to rest.  Tomorrow would be soon enough to worry about what to do next.
 
   Taryn leaned in through the gap between two stones and set the cauldron down, groaning with relief.  She shrugged out of her backpack and dropped that inside as well.  She had no intention of setting up her tent.  The covered ring would be shelter enough.  She was nervous about sleeping here at all—something about the stones themselves made the idea seem somehow sacrilegious—but it was a point of necessity.  She was tired, she was done, and she needed to rest.
 
   She slipped inside the Standing Stones and aimed her flashlight at the rock surrounding her.  The surface of the stones glittered, jewel-like.  She touched one of them hesitantly.  The rock was rough and very cold.  She looked up, and saw with some surprise that the underside of the capstone had been carved.  A great spiral, intricately worked and knotted, wound its way around from the outer edge to the center.  The tiny crystalline facets in the stone caught the light in a creepy way, giving the illusion of movement, as of a giant snake coiling overhead.
 
   Taryn sat down on the soft grass that carpeted the ground inside the ring and pulled Aisling onto her lap.  She fished in her backpack for the rest of the rabbit and fed it to him, trying to ignore her own stomach’s hungry insistence that raw rabbit would be just the ticket right now.  She had a little jerky and some crackers for her, but Aisling came first.
 
   Of course, once he was fed and was no longer being bumped around on Taryn’s endless hike, the little griffin went immediately to sleep.  Taryn set him down, feeling awkward and alone.  She got up and squeezed back through the Standing Stones to scrub out the empty plastic dish with a handful of wet grass and stood there in the field for some time, staring up at the moon.  The clouds were moving in, concealing its unfamiliar face and robbing the world of light, but she stared anyway.
 
   ‘I shall take thee to Arcadia,’ Romany had said, ages and ages ago on the steps of the sleeping library.  So that must be where this was.  Arcadia.  Knowing that the place had a name made her feel, well, not good, but better at least.  And better was a start.
 
   It began to rain again, and Taryn went back under the cover of the stones.  Aisling peeped until she said his name, and then he settled down, chirring for sleep again.  Taryn studied him in the beam of her flashlight.  All his little legs were sprawled out.  He had his beak tucked under one of his near-featherless wings.  He was starting to look queerly natural to her.  Funny, how readily the mind could adapt to the fantastic.
 
   She switched her flashlight off and, under the cover of darkness, stripped away her grass-crusted and rain-damp jeans.  She found her sleeping bag by feel and unrolled it.  It still smelled like smoke from the last time she’d been camping.  That helped.  Crawling inside was a little like curling up in a snow bank at first, but she warmed up fast.  It was a good sleeping bag.  Down-filled.  Sturdy.  Good thing, because she was going to be sleeping in it for the next three years.
 
   Taryn pulled her rolled-up tent over to use as a pillow and brought Aisling into the sleeping bag with her.  She could feel his little sides moving with each breath.  That helped, just having something else alive beside her.  She listened to the rain fall on the fields outside.  She couldn’t hear it falling on the capstone.  She supposed the rock was too thick.
 
   She shifted onto her side, waking Aisling, and then spent several minutes trying to hush him back to sleep.  The more she petted him, the more he seemed to wake up, but inspiration and a faded memory of baby Rhiannon came, and Taryn brought him against her side and softly sang, “Too-ra loo-ra loo-ra…hush now, don’t you cry.”  Aisling relaxed and pressed the top of his head against her breast, beginning to chirr sleepily, and Taryn continued to sing.  “Too-ra loo-ra loo-r… that’s an Irish lullaby…”
 
   Two more repetitions of this and he was out like a light, but it was a battle not to immediately toss around some more.  She was exhausted, her body aching, but her mind would not lie quiet.  At least when she’d been walking, there’d been things to look at, footing to worry about, something.  Here, at night, all she had was the memory of coming out of the woods and seeing those mountains, the ones that were not the Cascades.  The moon that did not belong in the sky above Earth.
 
   She didn’t know where she was and she didn’t think she could go back without Romany to guide her.  And even if she could, she knew she wouldn’t.  She had Aisling to think about.  If she was right and this really wasn’t Earth…well, as awful as that was, at least it made raising a griffin possible.  No Earth meant no one who could accidentally stumble over her mythical little prince.  But that couldn’t be right, could it?  Romany had promised to bring her letters, so there had to be a way back and forth.
 
   Her head was hurting.  It was too much to think about and she was so tired.  The ground was hard beneath her hip and the Standing Stones felt smotheringly close.  She was cold.  She wasn’t wet anymore, but her body remembered being wet and that was just as bad.  She itched, she ached, she shivered, and she couldn’t sleep.
 
   Taryn rolled onto her back, crooning her lullaby under her breath to resettle Aisling before he could work himself up for a real protest.  When his relaxed chirrs had smoothed out to slow breaths once more, her hand drifted for the last time down his downy fur and then slipped away between her thighs.  She moved gently, carefully.  She didn’t want him to know what she was doing—not that he’d understand even if he were to wake up—but she needed to get some sleep and this was always one sure way.
 
   Her fingers touched the silken down of her sex and she stroked slowly, letting the faint sensation become a focus for her restless mind.  As her body attuned, her senses heightened.  Soon, the faintest brush of her fingertips brought an excruciating shiver of anticipation.  She moved lower, parting her velvety folds and stroking into heat.  She shivered, biting her lip and concentrating on breathing slow and even, on not disturbing Aisling.
 
   The sound of rain pattering on the grass went on and on in an never-ending undulation.  Beyond it, she could hear the faint lowing of distant cattle calling to one another in the dark.  Aisling’s breath puffed warm and steady against her throat.  All was peaceful.
 
   Taryn closed her eyes, surrounding herself with sensation outside of substance.  With just the bliss of building pleasure and the easy movements of her hand, she became fascinated, as she always was, by the swift slickening of her sex.  How completely her oils covered her fingers, how wonderfully new it made her feel as she slipped one inside herself.  She tried to imagine, as she gently moved, how it would feel to have to man with her.  His hands on her body.  His weight covering her.  To have a man inside her in that unimaginable way…the thought had a power over her that quickened her pulse and set her blood to burning.  Her breath coarsened, escaped just once as a whimper, and then was locked up tight again.  Aisling stirred, peeping; she laid a hand on him soothingly while her other continued to coax new pleasures from her core.
 
   A man.  A lover.  Her fingers were no real substitute, she knew.  She’d felt desire before, felt it hard as rock pressed against her thigh as she danced with boyfriends, felt it harder still beneath her hand as she’d huddled, kissing, on one couch or another.  No one who’d ever tried to ease her into bed would ever believe she could feel this excitement, this longing, as she lost herself to imaginings.  She bit her lip, pressing a second finger to the slippery core of her, squirming a little at the exquisite strain such touches provoked.  Her thumb rubbed twice at the sensitive nub crowning her sex and then she was lost in that swirling blush of pure pleasure.
 
   Taryn lay still, letting all there was wash over her in an unhurried tide.  As it ebbed, she rubbed again, expertly keeping herself in the currents of sensual sensation.  There was a second bursting for her—paler than the first, perhaps, but sweetly lingering—and then the righteous weariness that always followed.  She sighed, still stroking longingly at the damp proof of her climax.  Thoughts of John intruded for the first time since leaving—
 
   (Earth)
 
   —Oregon.  He’d called her frigid.  She’d heard that before, of course, but it still hurt a little.  She didn’t think she was frigid.  She loved the way she felt right now, so warm, so…melted.  She wanted to know how it felt for real.  She wanted that man’s weight, the feel of male substance entering and joining with her.  She wanted it even now, as she swam in a fog of fulfillment, she wanted to know how it felt to give even more.
 
   But she was waiting.
 
   For who, she didn’t know.  For someone she loved, that was the answer that felt honest.  And it would be a good long while before she could even look for that someone now that she was in Arcadia raising griffins.  What a horribly depressing thought.
 
   Taryn rolled onto her side again, wrapping both arms around Aisling and feeling her eyes slide shut, cemented with the glowy sleep that she had known would follow her secret touches.  
 
   There must be things worth waiting for.  And surely love was among the best of them.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   12.  Virgin Offering
 
    
 
   She heard the voices whispering from the shadows, but it was not until the first touches came that she was able to make out words.  She thought there were two of them, but it was hard to tell.  They were talking at the same time, finishing one another’s thoughts in the way of twins or long-married spouses.  They spoke quickly, urgently, but the only emotion that came through their leaf-dry whisper was one of desperate happiness.  Just two old-marrieds, overjoyed to see her, come to whisper at her in the night as they petted her limp arms and legs.
 
   “Long it has been, yes, and well you honor us—”
 
   “You honor us, yes, as in ancient times, when they would come—”
 
   “Come, yes, and cum for us.”
 
   They touched her, their hands light as feathers and cold as ice stroking up and down her limbs.  She couldn’t tell if they were men or women—the whispers were androgynous, the touches too light to take on gender—but she was certain she was naked where they were touching her and she wasn’t sure how that had happened.  She tried to open her eyes, but didn’t know if she’d succeeded or not.  Everything was perfectly black, but that was no guarantee of anything.  This was a dream, after all.  There was no sleeping bag, no baby griffin, nothing but whispers and phantom hands, and that made this a dream.  For such things, it really didn’t matter if she could see or not.
 
   One of the whisperers, still soothing her in its urgent, eager way, moved its hands from her shoulders to her breasts, and dream or not, that was a little too familiar for Taryn.  She pushed out, but touched nothing but cold air.  She tried to roll away, and the hands cupping her breasts suddenly solidified, pushing her firmly flat even as she was whispered at to be calm, be still.
 
   “Please,” Taryn began, and the voices instantly seized on the word.
 
   “Please!  Please, be still!”
 
   Something swirled around her, and never mind that her back was pressed solidly to the ground, she felt her entire upper body constricted as if in a huge, unseen and frozen hand.  “Be still,” that something whispered, directly in her ear.  “You have come and will be repaid for your offering, but you will be still.”
 
   Taryn struggled, and that fist clenched even harder, too tightly for breath.
 
   “Be still,” the voice whispered again.  “Or die.  Yes.  That much we remember also.”
 
   And just like that, the pressure enclosing her was gone.  Taryn sucked in air in a seemingly endless gasp as suffocation-stars exploded behind her eyes.  She could feel the lips of the whisperer nibbling a leisurely trail down her throat, but was too weak to try and wave it away.  Her teeth chattered, whether from the cold or the shock, she couldn’t tell, and it seemed to take a long time before she could bring herself to shape words.  
 
   “What…”  She coughed on frozen air and tried again.  “What are you?”
 
   “We are who was and who remain.”
 
   “Still we remain.  We wait—”
 
   “As you wait.”
 
   “For someone to love.”
 
   “Let us—”
 
   “Let us love—”  A sigh tickled at her breast and cool lips closed around her.  The voice whispered on, separate from the gentle ministrations of the phantom mouth at her nipple.  “Ah, so young.  So warm!”
 
   Icy fingers slipped along her thighs.  Cold pressed intimately against her in a kiss and one word was spoken suddenly in countless greedy voices:  “Virgin.”
 
   Taryn pulled her legs together fast.  She met no resistance, only that freezing spot of air, but the mouth at her sex continued its easy exploration of her most secret self.  She kicked, and hands now extremely solid caught her thighs and pressed them down and open.  She tried to push at the thing that suckled her and her hands passed through another chill mist and touched only her own breast.  The nipple that had known the kiss of the phantom whisperer was stiff and cold as a chip of ice. 
 
   Whoever lay with her sighed, both of them at once, as her fingers rubbed at her naked breast, trying to warm it.  “Pleasure, yes!”
 
   “Pleasure yourself and let us—”
 
   “Remember—”
 
   “How it was—”
 
   “How it felt.”
 
   She felt the slide of flesh move up through her thighs, hands slipping around to cup her bottom as her private self was gently parted with an icy tongue.  Taryn sucked in breath to cry out and lips pressed down on her in a kiss.  She could feel breasts now, rubbing lightly at her own as her mouth was invaded.  She couldn’t push them away, couldn’t kick.  She bit helplessly, but the tongue that flicked so hesitantly at hers remained.
 
   “Yes,” one of them sighed.
 
   “No!” she cried.  She tried again to bring her legs together, but the phantom who lay between them simply faded to freezing mist and then opened her again, wider this time.  The kiss that renewed itself was stronger, more demanding.  The cold that slicked inside her with such tender licks shocked even the notion of mere dreaming from Taryn’s mind.  Panic began to sting at her.  “Please, no!  I’m waiting!”
 
   “We are all waiting,” came the sorrowing reply.
 
   “Waiting so long—”
 
   “For you.”
 
   “Lie with us, virgin, and be repaid.”
 
   The mouth at her sex withdrew and the brush of intangible flesh slipped up between her thighs.  Taryn tried to twist away, but there was nothing to twist against.  The female body pressing at her, kissing her, suddenly clutched at her with a wail.  Something was pulling at it, gently but insistently removing it from her.  The whispers turned to wordless wind as the phantoms fought each other in their quiet, pleading way.
 
   Sobbing then, soft as a spring rain, and the ghostly pressure of small breasts turned to a veil of vapor and blew away.  The chill of insubstantial flesh covered her at once, without weight, without texture, but owning her all the same.  Hands cupped her breasts.  Lips pressed at her own.  Her legs were being pried open—gently, so gently—and coldness in an icy bar slipped along her thigh.
 
   “No,” Taryn said, shoving out into glacial air.
 
   “Yes.  Oh yes.”  He, and it was a he now, that much was undeniably evident, kissed her face with a passion that bordered on the purely frantic and finished at her mouth, forcing his arctic breath inside her in spite of her struggles.  “You came, virgin, you came to us.  You honored us.  Now lie with us, as it was in ancient times, lie with us and let us remember before your will is exacted.  That is the price.  That is the agreement of these long ages.  The power you seek is mine to give, but you must let me have one moment to love.”
 
   Taryn didn’t think.  She knew by some dream-instinct that waking up wasn’t within her power and she had only seconds to act.  She reached down between them, as slow and easy with her touch as the phantom trying to love her, and closed her hand around the coldness poised to enter her.  When she’d tried to push, there had been no substance, but in gentleness, she found him.
 
   He stopped at once, his breath withdrawing to hiss somewhere above her.  His hands and lips and every other part of him tensed once and faded to mist even as the part of him she held grew harder.  She ran her fingers lightly down the length of him—cold and slick as ice—until she touched the ghostly non-mass of his hips.  She squeezed lightly and stroked back up, feeling the exquisite detail of his shape.  He was long and thick, and the shape of him was utterly alien—ridged and knobbed and gnarled—a shape her mind quailed at even as her hand tried over and over to sculpt him into something more natural.  As she stroked him, he seemed to take on greater substance, until she could feel the subtle veining along his malformed shaft, the swelling at the base of him, the crowning of his glans. 
 
   The other was weeping, her faint voice seeming to come from all around her, but she didn’t intrude.  Taryn didn’t know the rules here, but she sensed there had been some sort of contest.  The unseen male atop her had won; the female could not touch her now.  And he, who could certainly take whatever he wanted in spite of her resistance, was content to have only this from her willing hand rather than take all from her struggling body.
 
   The cold was unending.  She could neither warm his flesh nor numb her own, but she kept moving, letting her instincts guide her.  She’d never held a man in her hand like this.  She’d touched, but there had always been some layer between them.  She supposed she was dreaming and this still didn’t count, but it seemed so real.  Like the threat to her virginity, the sense of consequence was close all around her.  As she stroked him, she could hear his breath shivering and hoarse above her, and she knew a true kernel of excitement sparking deep inside herself.  She was sharply aware of her ignorance, and she wanted, now that fear had faded, to please him.  
 
   She sat up slowly, and he drifted back.  She could still see nothing, feel only the hardness of his shaft in her hand and the faintest impression of ground beneath her knees, but it was enough.  She reached out with her open hand and felt his flesh trying to form beneath her questing touch.  Trying.  Quickly fading.  His whole reality lay in her grip.  She could feel desperation crowding at her as he struggled to more fully manifest, and in her dreaming way, she knew a kind of pity for him. 
 
   “Yesss!”  He began to thrust lightly into her grip and she matched the pace he set so that he groaned, a plaintive and wistful cry.  “Ah, I remember!  Oh, long it has been!  So long, but I did once love!”
 
   She felt a tightening, a slight swelling, and then a gentle fall like snow on her belly and thighs.  The shaft in her hand dissipated at once, freeing her to brush at her skin, but whatever he had released was gone, melted or faded, but gone.
 
   A sigh, soft and sorrowing, and then lips brushed at hers once more.  She tasted rain.  His whisper came to her again, soft and indistinct now as a memory of itself:  “What would you have of me?  I remember—”
 
   “We remember,” the other added sadly.
 
   “How this is done.  What would you have, virgin, what return?”
 
   Would this dream never end?  “Nothing,” she said, straining toward wakefulness.
 
   Confusion drifted over her in a chill breeze.  “Ask,” he insisted.  “The power is mine to give, but you must ask.”
 
   “I don’t want anything.”  She struggled again to wake up, but he held her pinned in the shadows, his anxiety crowding heavily around her.  She abandoned her efforts and helplessly said, “It was a gift.”
 
   “Gift?”  That confusion swelled up again and then popped like a bubble.  “Then I will gift,” he whispered, and released her at last.  “Let you waken and be well.  And I will remember.  I will always remember.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13.  Across the Plains
 
    
 
   Aisling woke her in the morning, crying for lack of food.  He’d soiled his blanket, which had in turn soiled her sleeping bag.  Taryn fed him a few bites of her precious jerky and set him on a patch of grass so she could try and clean up.  A few handfuls of water from her canteen were all she dared to use.  Romany had told her there would be no stores nearby, but somehow Taryn hadn’t really been nervous until she realized that Washington wouldn’t be nearby either.  Water was her new major concern.
 
   As she scrubbed at the damp patch on her sleeping bag, it occurred to her that she actually felt pretty good.  Having spent her first night sleeping without a mattress in several years, she’d expected to be fairly stiff this morning, especially considering her hike and that cast iron cauldron full of potatoes.  She knew her arms had been killing her the night before, but she flexed them now and felt nothing but good.  Not stiff, not tired, not even hungry.  Just good.
 
   Her gaze went by its own accord up to the capstone.  She eyed the spiral carving, thinking uneasily of her dream.  In the light of day, it seemed more obvious than ever that it had been a dream, of the ‘just-a’ variety, sub-class ‘wet’, but it had been awfully vivid.  And she saw now with no surprise whatsoever that there were carvings on the inner face of the Standing Stones as well, male and female figures etched out with exquisite detail in postures of sex.  Each stone suggested its own distinct method of coupling, from missionary all the way around to mutual masturbation (under which stone she had slept).
 
   ‘Just a dream,’ she thought uneasily, but all the same, she decided it was time to go.  She pushed her gear and her cauldron out between the stones, picked up her griffin, and started to move between the dolheims and back out into the field.
 
   But she really wasn’t stiff at all, and her arm really did feel great.  Reluctantly, Taryn looked back over her shoulder at the inner ring, empty now and dimly-lit by early dawn.  She rubbed at Aisling’s feathers, feeling awkward, and said, “Thank you…I guess.”
 
   Even before she’d finished saying it, she felt like an idiot, but no sooner had the last word left her than she felt the brush of cold lips against hers.  Her heart leapt and she stumbled back and out into daylight, tripping over her backpack and landing with a jarring thump on her butt in the wet grass.  She stared wildly into the shadowed inner ring, clutching Aisling tightly enough to make him gasp, but of course, she saw nothing.
 
   Oh yes, definitely time to go.  
 
   Unfortunately, the gypsy’s directions had ended here.  Taryn moved her things a little further back from the Standing Stones and went to have a look around.
 
   There were carvings on the outer face of the stones too.  Not all of them.  Only four, in fact, the four oriented to the cardinal directions, and the markings were very different from those on the inside.  It was, she guessed, a kind of map.
 
   On the southern stone, facing the wooded hills she had come through to get here, were the most ominous markings:  four rough, deep lines, parallel to each other, like the gashes left by enormous claws.  Framing these provocative marks were jagged lines above and below.  Mountains, maybe.  Fangs, more likely.  She couldn’t look at them without remembering Romany’s admonition not to be in the woods after dark.  It was, she decided, a warning well worth heeding.
 
   On the west-facing stone was a round indentation which she thought might be the moon and which acted as the background for two carved wings.  One wing was leathery, bat-like, and the other was feathered.  Between them was carved a blunt, flat-topped object like a stump or an altar, further ornamented by a number of crudely-indicated skulls.  Yeah, she wouldn’t be going west.
 
   On the eastward stone, the simplest and most unnerving carving stared back at her in the form of two staring eyes.  Whoever had carved them had been brutally adept.  Tiny chips of quartz had been set deep in the pupils and the rising sun threw out startlingly lifelike points of gleaming reflection.  There weren’t any teeth or claws or skulls or anything, but those fierce, unblinking eyes didn’t need them.  They raised gooseflesh all on their own.
 
   But on the last stone, half in shadows, Taryn found the first thing that truly lifted her spirits since she’d followed Romany into the woods.  A carved hoofprint, and above it, horns like those of an ox or a bull.  Cattle.  Or game of some sort, anyway.
 
   She raised her hand against the sun and looked away north, scanning a seemingly endless plain spotted with copses of trees here and there.  In the far distance were the mountains she had noticed the night before (and they still weren’t the Cascades, her brain observed), and below them, just a dark smudge, was something that might be a greenbelt, and a greenbelt usually meant a river.
 
   It looked awfully good to her.  A far walk, but still pretty good.  And if her choice was between a couple of cows and some fangs, altars and eyes, well, she was going with the cows.
 
   Taryn gathered up her gear and got ready for a long day of hiking, and although she heard trackless little breezes whispering through the dolheims behind her, well, she ignored them.  They could be anything.  She had other things to think about now.  And it was just a dream.  Taryn put her back to the stone marked with the hoof and horns and started marching.  And if she said goodbye before she left, so what?  It was still just a dream.
 
   Taryn started walking.
 
   Her enthusiasm waned as the day lengthened, but not her determination.  There was game in the plains—she stirred up a number of pheasant-looking birds with brilliant yellow breasts, heard more of that grumbling bovine lowing, and saw dozens upon dozens of springy-legged little animals that looked like a cross between antelope and tiny horses—but although that was on some level very comforting to her, on a deeper level, it was concerning.  Logic told her that wherever there was this much game, there had to be something eating it.  The longer she walked, the more the fact that she hadn’t seen anything that looked like a predator made her nervous.  She needed to get camped.  Not that her tent was going to be any great shield against a lion or whatever it was they had here, but it would be psychologically soothing and that had to count for something.
 
   She kept thinking that when her arm got tired or she started losing her breath, she’d take a break, but that never happened.  The pervasive sense of feel-good with which she had awakened stayed with her in spite of the heaviness of the cauldron and the long walk through wet grass.  She didn’t think about that too closely, she just made the best use of her unexpected strength and made as much distance as she could.  When Aisling fussed, she brought out little strips of jerky and chewed them until they were soft enough for him to manage.  And when even that failed to calm him, she tucked him up under her jacket and too-ra looed him until he went to sleep.
 
   She wasn’t sure how far a person could walk in a single day, but there came a point when she looked back and saw the wooded hills behind her were as faded and far as the greenbelt at the foot of the mountains ahead of her.  And when the sun eventually began to fall orange in the west, she thought she could make out some hazy stripes on the distant mountains that might be waterfalls.  She reasoned that if she were close enough to see that, she maybe only had one more day’s hike ahead of her before she reached the greenbelt.
 
   But it was time to stop for tonight while she still had some light.  Taryn set up her tent beside a standing thicket of perhaps a dozen trees.  She gathered grass and deadfall for a fire, brought out her Boy Scout striker and a pinch of steel wool, and soon had a comfortable little blaze to dry out her jeans and a nice plume of smoke to scare the critters away.  Taryn settled down with Aisling in her lap to watch the coals form.  She was aware of a weariness sinking into her joints, not pain exactly, but something more, something raw and unformed-feeling.  Something, she thought mildly, that was probably going to hurt like a mother tomorrow morning.
 
   But for tonight, Aisling was warm and soft and peeping contentedly against her heart after he’d had two slices of jerky.  And he was still a griffin, a baby lost outside of myths and time, and still the most amazing thing she had ever seen.  He was still worth it.  Even looking up at a cloud-patched sky and watching stars she did not recognize emerge into night, he was worth it.  She was alone and she was afraid, but she wasn’t sorry.
 
   She put out her fire once her clothes were dry and crawled into her tent with them, tucking herself into a sleeping bag she was resigned to finding soiled in the morning.  Aisling snuggled up beside her and she sang him the same Irish lullaby her own mother had sung to her once upon a time.  She fell asleep smiling.
 
   She did not hear the grass-muffled hoofbeats approach her camp.  She did not stir as someone knelt to nudge at the coals of her fire.  She didn’t even rouse when the intruder quietly worked the flaps of her tent open and stared in at her.
 
   She did wake up a little as the hoofbeats moved away, but only to think, ‘Game,’ and fall comfortably asleep again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   14.  Camp Sweet Camp
 
    
 
   Dear Mom and Dad and Rhiannon,
 
   Well, I’m here, and wow!  You should see the view from my backyard!
 
   How do you like that?  “My” backyard.  How it works around here is this:  I walked until I liked what I saw and then I set my tent up.  I hardly slept at all that first night, just waiting for someone to come around and tell me I was trespassing, but no one came.  Which is not to say I don’t have neighbors.  I do.  I just can’t get out of the tent fast enough to get a good look at them.  It’s so strange to think that little old me could make other people that nervous.
 
   I’m not a very good letter-writer, am I?  I’ve got a feeling I’ll get better at it, though.  A lot better.  
 
   Boredom doesn’t even begin to cover how this feels.  I thought I’d be okay on that regard, just because I’m not a big TV watcher at home.  What I failed to take into consideration is that back home, I turn off the TV and read a book (no bookstores) or a newspaper (no newsstands) or go to a movie (no movie theaters) instead, and there’s a whole lot of none of that around here.  Just letter-writing.  Oh, and settling into camp, but that doesn’t count because it’s work.
 
    
 
   Taryn put her pen down and smiled around at the camp in question, deeply satisfied by everything she saw.  She had a nice little copse of trees maybe a mile across behind her tent to block the winds that combed constantly through the plains, and it was full of wonderful things like firewood, and even some late-season berries and wild grapes.  Two hundred paces before her (she’d counted them off assiduously because her Wilderness Survival Handbook had instructed her to do all her laundry and toiletries two hundred feet from her water source, and this book was rapidly becoming her Bible out here in this strange new world), was the river she had known she’d find.  The greenbelt that had led her to it was on the other side and the waters were wide and fast-flowing, but there were fish leaping all over down there and as soon as she figured out how to tickle them out onto the bank, she would be one happy and well-fed woman.  Not that she was starving now.  A few rocks gathered from the riverbank and her trusty slingshot had eventually brought down two of the pheasant-like, yellow-breasted birds and both she and Aisling were currently stuffed just as full as could be.  Beyond the river and the thick growth that grew on the far bank were the mountains, rising jaggedly into the low clouds and just as pretty as any postcard.  There were numerous little courses running off the rock and into the river, and not far to the east, the distant mutter of some truly magnificent falls kept her easy company.  It was a good spot.  It was the best spot.  She was going to be okay.
 
    
 
   It is a little isolated (she wrote) by which I mean there is nothing around as far as the eye can see.  I have to haul water from the river for drinking and I have to kill my food before I eat it.  I’m not familiar with most of the plants I see, so foraging is pretty much out for now.  I’m a little worried about scurvy, but I suppose it’s early for concerns like that.  I’m sure I’ll find better things to worry about as time goes by.
 
    
 
   Right.  Beginning with where she was going to get new clothes and ending with what happened when she got Arcadia’s version of the flu.  Or, God help her, infected everything she touched with her version of the flu and wiped out all life on this world.  Oh yeah.  Scurvy was the very least of her concerns.
 
    
 
   I haven’t seen my mail runner yet, so I’m writing this letter in good faith that she’ll find me and you’ll eventually receive it.  In all honesty, I haven’t seen anybody yet, except for Aisling, of course.  Aisling is an orphan they gave me to raise when I first got here.  He’s just a baby, really.  I’d send you pictures, but his people are one of those that think photographs steal your soul, and even though his family isn’t anywhere close by, I’m still trying extra hard not to offend anyone.  You’ll have to take my word for it that he’s just as cute as a button in a bug’s ear.  And if you’re wondering what a kid named Aisling is doing in Africa, it’s because I got to name him.
 
   So Aisling and I are very happy here in my tent at the edge of nowhere, and hopefully, any other natives will warm up to me once they see how completely harmless I am.  And heck, even if they never come out to say howdy, I’ve still got Aisling, and I’m happy.  Wish me luck.
 
    
 
   Taryn put her letter aside again and walked out a little ways to take a picture of the plains with the river and the falls in the distance, and another of her campsite, careful to keep the tawny lump that was her sleeping griffin out of the shot.  She tucked the developing photos into the folded page of her letter home and put that in the front pocket of her knapsack to wait for Romany.  That done, she settled down by the coals of her fire (burning comfortably away at the bones of their first meal) and pulled Aisling into her lap for a quick cuddle, a positional ritual he proved he knew by opening his beak to her blindly.  She had nothing to feed him and his tummy still bulged from his recent feeding, so Taryn simply tickled at his spiky feathers until his head drooped again.  
 
   Taryn snuggled with him for a few precious minutes and he peeped sleepily in response to her sporadic mommy-talk conversation.  Was he a good boy?  Yes, he was.  How did she get so lucky to have met such a good boy?  He didn’t know.  Was her good boy sleepy?  Yes, as any fool could plainly see.  And so forth.
 
   She really didn’t have the time to fritter away on snuggles, and she knew it.  There were things she had to do.  She needed to bring up more water and boil it for the next time she wanted a drink (the water had to boil for ten minutes, according to The Wilderness Survival Handbook, which meant that nearly half of what she hauled up from the river disappeared before she even got any of it), and she needed to gather in a good load of wood for the fire.  Come to that, she needed to let the existing fire die out so she could clear away the burnt circle she’d made and dig out a proper fire pit, and that meant gathering rocks.  But not river rocks, and she didn’t need her survival book to tell her that.  Water-logged rocks had a tendency to turn into shrapnel when they got heated up, and you only had to be sitting next to an exploding fire pit once before you committed that little fact to memory.  So the rocks from her fire pit would have to come from further up the bank, and she’d probably have to do some digging for them to get as many as she wanted for a good, deep, keyhole pit.  And while she was at it, she’d ought to get some good Y-shaped branches and so forth and smoke them to make a sturdy spit, since pheasant was definitely going to be on the menu for a while.  And if she had any time left in the day, she’d better get started on making her accessories.  There was a fallen tree in her miniature forest that, in addition to making great firewood (once she’d made an axe), had bark like that of a paper birch.  Leaves like an ash tree, but bark like a birch.  Go figure.  And her second Bible, Primitive Technologies for a Modern World, included several instructions on how to fold bark into baskets.  She was going to want several of those, and she’d need at least one watertight one as soon as possible for bathing Aisling, since he was soaking himself as part of his morning routine, and another one for water-hauling, because her cauldron was damned heavy even when it was empty.  And when she was done with that, she’d better start clearing out a place to have her garden.  Her seed potatoes were out of the cauldron and lined up in the sun to green up, but they’d need to go in the ground as soon as possible.  That meant pulling grass to clear a plot—by hand—and turning rows—again, by hand—so she could plant her potatoes.  Also, the grass itself looked excitingly like some kind of grain to Taryn’s uneducated eye, and she wanted to try hulling and cooking it.  Her survival book assured her that all grasses were edible, but if this grass was actually grain, it would be a lot more substantial than just grazing would be.  She could even make a bark basket to keep the harvested grain in.
 
   Yeah, all of this, and here it was two in the afternoon already and she was snuggling her griffin just like she thought she had all the time in the world.  She had a lot to do.  She needed to get reading.
 
   Heck, no point in blundering through stuff blind.  There was plenty of daylight left to gather firewood.
 
   She read Primitive Technologies for a Modern World first.  There were several informative photos of knapped stone which she studied closely.  It didn’t look that hard.  Just whack some rocks together until they fall apart in the right shape and tie them into some split branches.  Easy-peasy.  She was certain she could have a stone axe and a tiller in just a few days.  That would make planting her garden relatively easy.  Relatively.
 
   She skipped confidently ahead to the basket chapter, and there her self-assurance failed her.  Basket-weaving was going to be hard.  Oh, the folded-bark baskets were at least possible (although she’d never been all that great at origami), but the woven ones were never going to happen in this lifetime.  Still, there were plenty of long, thick blades of grass around to practice on, so Taryn pulled a few dozen and gave it a go.
 
   An hour later, on her third try, she managed to assemble a scrap of weaving that might hold a fish, provided it was already cooked, but it was never going to hold grain or even berries.  Also, she couldn’t get the edges to fix without unraveling.
 
   She had better luck braiding grasses into cord, but what was she planning to do with the cord?  It wasn’t as though she had anything that needed tying up.  Oh well, maybe she’d bust a shoelace someday.
 
   Taryn picked up her book again and flipped to the next chapter.  Wilderness hygiene.  Instantly, her open hand slapped into her forehead, bringing Aisling squawking up out of sleep.  She’d brought soap.  She’d brought a hairbrush.  She’d even brought her toothbrush, even though she hadn’t remembered to use it yet.  She’d forgotten her monthlies supplies, however.  Good grief, and she’d only been having periods since she was ten.  Oh well, she’d known she was going to forget something.  At least it was this and not Aisling.
 
   Never mind, next chapter.  Leather working and brain tanning.  Yummy.  Well, that was going to have to wait until she’d killed something with a hide on it.  So far, it had just been pheasants.  The grass ponies were just too cute to eat, and she was going to need something a lot bigger than her slingshot to take down one of the big yak-like monsters that grazed on the plains.
 
   An idle thought:  Could she learn to hunt faster than she could starve to death?  No, God no, she would not think like that.  She’d brought potatoes.  Good, hardy, Irish potatoes.  And the sooner they were in the ground, the sooner she’d put the beast of Starvation to rest.
 
   Taryn lifted Aisling out of her lap and set him on his blanket inside the tent.  He shifted, peeped, but settled when she stroked his feathers and sang to him.  She left him zipped securely inside and walked out to the south side of her camp.  The full sun side.  She started pulling grass.
 
   She brought the grass by the armload around to the front of her camp.  She could take the grains off the tips and practice her weaving with the rest, and when all else was said and done, it would always make nice fire-starter.  
 
   Taryn’s hands were bleeding after the first few pulls and her back was screaming before she’d cleared a patch more than three feet across.  She let that stop her.  Infections were nothing to sneeze at.  She bandaged her hands with some of her meager first aid supplies and returned, hobbling to her tent to rest.  She curled up next to Aisling, her body throbbing, but a glow of accomplishment in her heart, and opened up her copy of Care and Feeding.
 
   She hadn’t cracked these covers since before leaving home, and that only to double-check what she was supposed to be feeding her little prince.  It felt wonderfully decadent to be able to lie down and start at the very first page, taking the time even to read the title and the author’s name in that carefully-inked and obviously-exhausted hand.  To read from the very beginning seemed, in this company and on this world, a necessary and vaguely ominous thing, like taking that first step of an epic quest.  She turned the page.
 
   Many books have been written about the so-called “magical” beasts of our lands, and this is one of them.  To my knowledge, no other writer of books has ever attempted to examine or document the youngest years of a griffin’s life, and since I happen to be stuck here in the Mountain of the Werewinds with two broken legs and one eye out—again—just as the latest generation of griffin hatches, I figured, what the hell.  By the time I can walk out of here on my own and find my crew so I can beat them up and fire them, I might as well also have something I can sell for enough coin to buy another damn eye.  
 
   Oh, and all hail the Emperor, of course.
 
   B.
 
   That was the best dedication Taryn had ever read in her life.  She pillowed her cheek on the open page and fell asleep.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   15.  The Overlook
 
    
 
   The lord of the Valley was standing on the mountain overlook when the chief of the horsemen came up the path.  The horseman sighted along his lord’s gaze, directly to the dark dot in the golden sea of the plains.  He stepped back, his report superfluous, and waited, his hand flexing on the haft of his runka.
 
   “How many?” the lord asked finally.
 
   “Only one,” the horseman replied.  “A female, my scouts tell me.”
 
   “Only one,” his lord mused.  His great hand went to the blade of his war axe, testing.  “Only.”
 
   The horseman said nothing.  There was little that only one enemy could not do.
 
   The two stood together without speaking, each studying the little smudge of this new camp in the silence of their own thoughts.  The horseman’s eyes could detect no movement at this distance, but the female who occupied it must be about her business, for soon there was a little line of grey smoke rising over the plains.  Seeing it, the horseman again gripped the haft of his killing spear.  ‘Only one,’ he told himself, straining for calm.  He said, “What is your will, my lord?”
 
   The question was considered for a long time.  At last, the axe swung back to rest on its master’s broad shoulders.  “Do nothing, but keep eyes on her camp and do not let her see your scouts.  When she travels on, follow, and keep me informed.”  
 
   “And if she does not travel on?”
 
   The lord of the Valley looked down at the invader’s tent.  He grunted thoughtfully and turned away.  “We shall wait and see, chieftain.  If she has come into my holdings to work evil, we shall soon know it.  And may the gods grant her a swift death, for I shall not.”
 
   His footsteps receded up the mountain path.  The horseman continued to gaze down at the diminutive campsite a while longer, and then he, too, left for home.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   16.  The Little Mermaid
 
    
 
   Dear Mom and Dad and Rhiannon,
 
   Well, the honeymoon is definitely over.  I haven’t quite stopped noticing how incredibly beautiful it is out here yet, but I’m caring less and less because it’s cold.  Really cold.  Most of me is toasty warm inside my sleeping bag, but my face is nothing but a big block of ice with hair once that sun goes down.  Aisling, it goes without saying, is not potty-trained and there are no Pampers here.  (Not that they’re biodegradable anyway, so please don’t send any.)  He has two baby blankets.  Every day, I wash and dry one of them so he’ll have a clean one between me and his pee, as we share, ha ha, the ‘bed’.  Still, I’m hoping to make progress in that regard.  Just as soon as I have toilet facilities set up, I’ll get right on teaching him to use them.  Right now, my priorities are a little more down to earth.
 
    
 
   She paused, tapping the pen against her teeth, and then added:
 
    
 
   Although I still haven’t seen anyone except for Aisling, I am more and more convinced that I have neighbors nearby.  Someone’s coming around here, at any rate.  I woke up this morning again to the sound of hooves.  Horses aren’t exactly solitary critters, so I’m guessing it was a native.  No one was there when I opened up my tent, but I sure hope they introduce themselves soon.  I’m going to go crazy if I don’t talk to someone.  Aisling is great and all, but he’s still at that ‘stare-at-you-and-drool’ stage.
 
    
 
   “Hail, thee.”
 
   Taryn spun, one hand flying out to check Aisling, who lay beside her in the sun, but she knew the voice.  “Romany!” she cried, stretching out her legs in an effort to wake them up.  “You found me!”
 
   “Aye.  Thee was not difficult to find.”  The gypsy came through the grass, her skirts swishing and her eyes flicking from place to place.  Her dragons peeked like stiff ribbons from the great, black fall of her hair, glittering like jewels in the morning light.  She took in tent, fire, griffin, and future garden with a smile that held more than a hint of silent mockery, but said only, “And thee is settled, I see.”
 
   Suddenly self-conscious, Taryn jiggled her tingling legs and tried to project an air of casual capability.  “Yeah, it seemed like a good spot.”
 
   “Aye.”  The gypsy looked up, her gaze going over the river and the forest beyond to the mountains.  Her eyes gleamed.  “Not without its dangers, but dangers there are in many places.  Has thee letters?”
 
   “Yes!”  Taryn spread her paper out on her thigh and quickly wrote: My mail-runner just arrived, so you’ll be getting these letters after all.  Love to all of you!  XOXOXOX  T.
 
   She folded it, took her first letter from her backpack, tucked them both together in an envelope, and addressed it.  When she looked up, Romany was again gazing at the mountains.  The gypsy was still smiling, but there was something in her that was intently watchful all the same.
 
   “Here,” Taryn said, holding out her letters.  “I didn’t bring any stamps, but…”
 
   “The sale of thy carriage more than amends such trifles.”  Romany took the envelope and made it disappear up her sleeve easily.  She turned around.
 
   “Wait!”  Taryn struggled up on her half-numbed feet, but the gypsy never even slowed.  “Please wait!”
 
   “I go where I will and am not made welcome here.  Be at ease, thee.  I shall return when the mood is on me.”  Romany began to sing, striding away at her unhurried, swaying pace.
 
   “But—”
 
   The grass swallowed up Romany’s skirts and shawl and night-black cloud of hair.  The singing echoed once and was gone.  It was as though Romany had disappeared right before her eyes.
 
   Taryn stood staring after her with Aisling, newly-wakened, peeping distress at her feet.  Alone again.
 
   It hit her like a fist.  She’d never been a real social butterfly, never would have imagined she could feel so bereft by the lack of human contact, but there it was.  The gypsy came, the gypsy left.  She hadn’t even stopped for a cup of cocoa.  Taryn felt like folding up in tears.
 
   She looked down at Aisling, still sprawled out in that boneless bird-kitten heap, so utterly helpless and peeping.  Three years to raise a griffin.  For the first time, she felt time stretching out before her.  Time like shackles.
 
   ‘No,’ she thought.  ‘No, I won’t resent this.  Never this.  This is a miracle.  This is magic.’
 
   And she felt it—that amazed and joyous glow creeping out from her heart—but it was slow to spark and slow to burn.
 
   “Let me tell you a story,” Taryn said.  She sat down again and pulled Aisling onto her lap, holding him close until his frantic shivers eased.  “Once upon a time, there was a little mermaid.  She was very happy in the sea, living with her father and mother and sister.”
 
   Aisling’s head bobbed weakly on his little neck.  He turned into the crook of her shoulder, his questing peeps turning to sleepy chirrs.  
 
   “But one day, as she was swimming near the surface, the little mermaid saw a ship.  As she swam behind it, staring, a sailor fell into the sea.  He would have drowned—”
 
   Aisling peeped.
 
   “Yeah, that would have been sad, huh?”  Taryn stroked the downy cap of his head, feeling the spiky growth of real feathers just starting.  “But fortunately, the little mermaid was there and she saved him, and took him to shore.  Unfortunately, she also fell in love with him, just because he was so beautiful and strange.”
 
   Aisling squirmed around to press his head against her breast, chirring contentedly.  Taryn stroked his feathers down to his shoulders and then his fur down to the tufted tip of his tail.
 
   “She went to the sea-witch, who told her she could make the mermaid’s tail into human legs so that she could walk on the land.  Every step she took would be like walking on knives, but did she want it?  Yeah, she did.  She wanted it with all her heart.”
 
   Taryn took a deep breath and released it as a sigh.  Aisling echoed her, by coincidence or mimicry, and she smiled and rubbed the feathered ridge above his beak.  All his young feathers puffed happily forward.  He peeped at her, one taloned foot wrapping her finger and squeezing tight.
 
   “So she did,” said Taryn.  “The little mermaid sold her voice to the witch and got legs.  And she went to find her sailor, and yes, every step was a whole new hell, and yes, her sailor was in love with someone else and got married and never looked twice at the poor little mute girl he and his wife graciously took in, and yes, Aisling, yes, it was worth it.  Because when you give that much up, it has to be worth it.  She could have gone back.  Her sister sold her hair to the witch for the power to bring the little mermaid back to the sea, but she wouldn’t go.  She just moped around the beach all day watching her prince be happy until she turned into sea foam.  And some people call that a sad ending, but you know what I think?  I think we all write our own endings.”
 
   Aisling muttered and slept.  Taryn sat by her cold fire, watching the river roll by in the distance and stroking his soft sides.  She had so much to do.  The day had just started and already her legs hurt.
 
   They hurt with every step.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   17.  Dreamspace
 
    
 
   Many long and painful hours later, Taryn was tucked into her sleeping bag, curled onto her side to preserve as much warmth as possible, and soundly sleeping.  She had spent the day pulling grass and now lay with her hands curled before her, her palms wrapped in a spare pair of socks (stained in the centers with browned blood) after being meticulously treated with alcohol swabs and antibiotic cream.  She hurt, even now, but she was able to escape the worst of it in sleep, and she was fighting hard to stay asleep, her brows creased with the effort of it, so she wouldn’t have to wake up and live in her aching body.
 
   No, tomorrow would come soon enough and there would be plenty for her to do.  For now, she dreamed of home, of walking down a sidewalk with Rhiannon and eating ice cream.  Her ice cream was lemon.  It was supposed to be chocolate.  In the dream, this was important.  Taryn, who very vaguely knew that she was dreaming, was interested to find out just why, but she never got the chance. 
 
   The skies darkened and the storefronts faded into plains.  Rhiannon, still walking and licking and talking, faded to a shadow and then was gone.  Taryn was alone, her hands empty.
 
   Around her were the plains of Arcadia.  Above her, Arcadia’s skies.  
 
   “Come.”  The word was a drumbeat, a sound more felt than heard.  “Come.”  It was a voice outside of sound, almost outside of hearing.  It was neither male nor female, old nor young.  It belonged to wind and stars and time.  “Come.”
 
   Taryn went, not because the voice compelled her, but just because she was curious.
 
   She could see a light above her, but it was not the moon.  It was an eye.  A great, white, staring eye that swept its lidless gaze back and forth over the plains.
 
   Taryn shaded her eyes to look directly at it, still walking calmly toward it.  She supposed she should be scared or something, but it just didn’t seem all that scary.  Sure, it was a giant floating eyeball and all.  Big, booming, disembodied voice and some such, too.  But the feeling she got from it was not one of menace, only a very faint irritation, and it wasn’t even directed at her.
 
   “Come.”  The eye moved its pale beam back and forth, searching, seeking.
 
   And suddenly, that white light swept over Taryn, only to come immediately back to her, fixing her in its stare.  Taryn brought up both arms protectively.  She could actually feel the gaze of the eye on her, burning but cold, with a weight as intangible as wind, pushing down on her.
 
   Then it vanished, and as Taryn tried to rub the dazzle of it out of her eyes, a black shape detached itself from the tall grass and came toward her.  A man, young, tall, fairly good-looking and absolutely astounded.
 
   “Where did you come from?” he asked, but not as though he expected an answer.  More like he were asking a gerbil he had suddenly discovered in his bowl of Cheerios.
 
   Taryn lowered her hands and said, “Earth.”
 
   “Earth?”  The man looked her over from toes to crown and back again.  “Truly so?  Remarkable.  Where are you?”  The eye flashed in the sky above them, just for an instant, and then the man came closer.  He looked at her again, the way a man may look at a car for sale.  “Earth,” he said again, marveling.  
 
   “I’m dreaming,” Taryn explained.
 
   “Mm-hm.”  The man walked in a circle around her.  His hand brushed at her left arm, her hair, her right hip.  The similarity between this and a car purchase intensified; he was kicking her tires.  He came back to study her face again.  “Pretty little thing,” he murmured.
 
   “Um…thank you?”
 
   “And all alone.”
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   His gaze flickered as he drew back.  The eye reappeared, stabbed at the plains, and then vanished again.  “Who is with you?” the man asked.
 
   “My griffin.”
 
   The great eye slammed incandescence upon her, burning her with its blistering brightness as she threw herself to the ground to escape it.  Then it was gone, and the man was gripping her shoulders, shaking her to make her look at him.
 
   “Your griffin?” he demanded, hauling her roughly to her feet.  “You have a griffin?”
 
   “You’re hurting me!”  And the pain was a very bad thing, because she could feel it echoing out in the real world, where her very real body was twitching, creating ripples of equally real pain that might actually wake her up.  The dream was strange and a little scary, but it was just a dream.  The pain waiting for her in her body was real.  “Let go!”
 
   “A live griffin?”
 
   “Get off me!”  She pushed.
 
   The man grabbed at her shirt front and yanked her to him, pressing his hand to her forehead as she slapped and kicked.  He kept moving, his lips peeling away from his teeth in a snarl, poking at her brow like an inept doctor hunting for a heartbeat with a broken stethoscope.  Then he released her, shoving her away with a curse.  “Too far,” he mumbled.  “I need more.”
 
   “You bastard!” Taryn snapped, straightening her clothes.
 
   The man looked at her sharply, and then burst out laughing.  “Well, yes, I suppose I am,” he said, smiling.  “But the half that matters came of Mab.  You’ll be seeing me again, Earth-born.”
 
   And then he was gone.  The eye was gone.  Gradually, storefronts and streets painted themselves in over the plains.
 
   “—has to be a record of it somewhere,” Rhiannon was saying, walking out of void and onto the sidewalk, licking at her ice cream.
 
   Taryn looked down.  There was a cone in her hand.  It was chocolate.
 
   She stared at it for a long time before shaking her head and starting after Rhiannon. If she thought about it too hard, she’d wake up.  Somewhere out there, she was hurting.  And dreams, well, dreams were weird.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   18.  Hunters of the Plains
 
    
 
   Hoofbeats.  
 
   Taryn opened her eyes, listening.  Were they coming or going?  Going.  Damn.
 
   She unzipped her sleeping bag and instantly, Aisling peeped.  The hooves began at once to gallop.  Half-naked, Taryn rushed for the tent flaps, battling the zipper and whimpering frustration, in order to tumble out into the misty air.  “Hello!” she shouted helplessly, running a few steps into the wet grass.
 
   Nothing.  In a few seconds, even the sound was gone, swallowed by the autumn fog.
 
   Every day.
 
   Every day for a damn week.
 
   Taryn shivered, stamping restlessly before giving up and returning to her sleeping bag.  Whoever it was, he wouldn’t be back until tomorrow.  Maybe she’d catch him then.
 
   Taryn slipped her legs down into the quilted cocoon of her sleeping bag, found Aisling in his swaddling blanket, and brought him—pee and all—against her for warmth.  He squawked again, indicating his feelings on the subject of the morning’s disturbance.  She picked open his wrappings to rub his back and paused when she saw him in the grey tent-filtered light.
 
   There was a dark crescent along the seam of his right eyelid.  A pupil, fully dilated, with a ring of gold around it.  His eyes were opening.
 
   There was no one to run cheering to.  She couldn’t even write her folks, because they thought she was taking care of a malnourished African orphan.  They would be all kinds of excited for her when he started toddling around on his own and talking, but his eyes opening?  No.  That, she’d just have to keep to herself.
 
   “But it is a special day, isn’t it?” she whispered.
 
   Aisling chirped and struggled towards her on his wobbly limbs, his head cocked so that his opening eye could track her.  He lay his head against her breast and chirred, gradually relaxing.
 
   “What would you say to an extra-special breakfast?”
 
   Clearly, he’d say, ‘Extra-special breakfast, shut up so I can sleep.’
 
   Taryn sighed and shut her eyes.  It was early to be up.  Another hour would be welcome.  Give the sun some time to climb and burn off some of this chill.  Then she could wrap her hands with her spare socks and pull a few more precious feet of naked soil into her garden while her strength was still high.  Then she could boil up a pot of porridge and maybe scare up a pheasant or two to shoot at before she tried her throbbing hands at grass-weaving or stone-knapping.  God knew, her little camp was strewn with patchy mats and rock chips as it was, but she guessed it was the Jello Principle—there was always room for more failure.
 
   “Hail, thee.”
 
   Taryn’s eyes snapped open and her heart leapt.  “Romany!”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   Taryn fought ecstatically free of her sleeping bag and came scrambling out of the tent for the second time that morning.  She hopped through the wet grass, clapping her hands to keep from hugging the gypsy that came towards her.  The dragons were a happy funnel above the gently-rippling hair, all of them snapping and singing at each other; they made immediately for the protection of Romany’s clothes at the sight of Taryn, breathing filaments of flame for an alarm before diving.
 
   “I don’t have any letters,” Taryn babbled.  “I’ve been so busy, but please, for the love of God, sit down and have some tea with me or something!”
 
   “I will not stay.”  From the voluminous bag slung over her arm, the gypsy withdrew a box just large enough to hold a pair of shoes.  It was wrapped in brown paper and addressed in her father’s neat writing to Taryn MacTavish, care of Life Corps.  Romany held it out as dragons peered curiously from her hair.
 
   “Please stay,” Taryn said, aware that she was whining, but incapable of stopping herself.  “Please.  Just for a little while.”
 
   “I go where I will.  I am Romany.”  The gypsy bent, dragons leaping upward in spouts of jewel-toned flight, and placed the box on the ground.
 
   “Wait, just…Romany, are there any other people here?”
 
   “Aye.”  The gypsy turned back to the plains, but paused and glanced over one round shoulder to eye Taryn curiously.  “Aye, people and many kinds of people.”
 
   “I haven’t met any,” Taryn said lamely.  “Can you…I don’t know, put in a good word for me with some of them?”
 
   Romany gazed at her for a moment, and then turned all the way around to face her again.  “Has thee earned my good word?” she asked, sounding merely interested.
 
   Taryn opened her mouth and then closed it again.  She stood there.
 
   Romany waited and when no answer came, she stepped forward and stretched out her hand.  In it gleamed a slip of gold paper, twisted into a griffin-shape.
 
   Taryn took it.  “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   Romany turned around again, pulling her shawl tight around her shoulders.  “Be thee well,” she said lightly.  “And know that I look on thee…with some favor.”  She started humming as she moved away.
 
   Taryn didn’t bother to watch her go.  She looked down at the paper griffin in her hand and felt like crying.  At last, she turned away and trudged back to her tent.
 
   Aisling had tried to come out to meet her, his opening eye now an oval and not a mere slit, leaving a wake of damp blanket behind him.  He had slid along on his belly maybe three feet, and when he saw her, he squawked loudly and stretched his spindly wings.  He was shivering, his little claws digging holes in her sleeping bag.  It was too cold to leave him alone like this while she moped around outside.
 
   Taryn bent in to get him, cooing as she gathered him up.  “Who’s my traveling boy, huh?  Who’s my speedster?  Oh, gosh, and who’s soaking?  Buddy, you need a bath.”
 
   She kept him close against her as she stirred up the fire from the banked coals and put her cauldron on.  The water inside it had already boiled last night, it only needed to warm now, and whatever she didn’t use to bathe her baby griffin could then be turned into tea.  And hey, maybe the smoke would bring her mystery rider back.  More likely, it would ward him off, but what the hey.  At least she was trying.
 
   She hugged Aisling, waiting for her water to warm, and opened up her present from home.  The contents were heart-rending, although surely that was not the intention.  It was packed full to the brim with Hershey bars, all of them arranged in flat stacks, and the bars that lay on top had been re-wrapped in white paper with one letter carefully spelled on each surface to form the words: MISS YOU.  And in purple ink on the inside of the box’s lid, her mother’s cheerful hand had written Add chocolate to Irish and you can do Anything!  Taryn sealed the box up again with blurring eyes and moved it into the tent like it held the treasures of the Orient.  She stared out into the empty plains and felt more alone than she ever had in her life.
 
   “You know what, this sucks,” she said suddenly.
 
   Aisling peeped.
 
   “Good idea,” she replied, feigning surprise.  “Enough of this sitting around waiting to be introduced.  After breakfast…let’s go find our neighbors.”
 
   Aisling peeped again, and so, one bowl of boiled grain, two strips of beef jerky, one bath and one cup of tea later, Taryn got ready for a ramble.
 
   She was determined not to make this a big deal.  She packed light—her multitool in her front pocket, her trusty slingshot and a few stones in her back pocket, a little jerky for Aisling to snack on, her jacket tied around her waist in case it started raining, and Aisling in her arms.  She was unduly excited about leaving camp, but at the same time, nervous about the prospect of coming back to something that had been worked over by critters.  She put her books, food, new chocolate, spare clothes, and pretty much everything that would fit back into her backpack and used her clumsy lengths of cordage to tie it up at the top of a young sapling.  Even that didn’t satisfy her fully, but she guessed it would have to do.
 
   She set out, following the flow of the river and staying close to the bank.  She figured the natives would want to stay close to the water.  She further figured it was the only landmark out here (there were plenty of different kinds of trees, but they had a real knack of looking like different kinds of trees all standing in the exact same formation) and if she lost it, she’d be, to quote her baby sister, good-n-screwed.  Eventually, she was sure she’d be able to range out as confidently as if she were in her own backyard, but for now, she was camping, this river was her car, and she wasn’t going to lose sight of it.
 
   It was a nice day for a hike.  Overcast so it wasn’t too bright, cool but not chilly, and not raining.  The grass where it grew close to the river was sparse and low; she was able to walk without coating her pants in hulls and chaff, which was nice, because she only had three pairs of jeans in the whole world and one of them was still caked in grassy junk from her hike across the plains.  She really needed to do some laundry instead of frittering her day away on a walk.
 
   Oh well.  She really needed to do lots of things.
 
   Walking had a relaxing effect on her over time.  She became gradually less aware of the scenery as a thing to trudge over and through, and more as just what it was, a beautiful panorama.  The grasses rippled in the autumn breeze, and as Taryn enjoyed the sight, she began to see distortions in the flow of those ripples to indicated where game might be hiding.  She was content with just the idea of this and felt no strong urge to head over to one of these ‘tidal pools’ to see if those were, in fact, little pods of animal life.  After all, she wasn’t hunting right now.  She was hiking.
 
   But when one of those pools started moving, Taryn noticed in a big hurry.  A large mass of grass was subtly swaying her way, or at least, swaying toward the river.  Taryn stopped walking, trying to see through the thick grass, but the only movement she saw was that of the stems themselves.  She backed up anyway, reaching for her slingshot, then changed her mind and pulled her Leatherman multitool instead.  Using the slingshot would mean putting Aisling down.  Of course, using the Leatherman would mean having to be really close, but it was almost certainly going to be more effective to stab at a mean critter than throw a rock.
 
   The grass parted.  A tiny pink trunk, no longer than Taryn’s finger, poked out.  It sniffed in several directions, then eased out a little more, showing Taryn a tiny tan head with beady black eyes.
 
   Out it came, staying close to the ground and moving in jerky half-hops, pausing every few inches to sniff.  Taryn, downwind of the thing, seemed to be invisible, for all that she was standing bold as life not ten meters away.
 
   By the time the creature had crawled out far enough to reveal the powerful roo-like hind legs, other pink trunks were poking through the grass.  Soon, there were a dozen of the things huddled together, all of them sniffing, staring blankly at Taryn, and sniffing again.
 
   One of them finally moved, not creeping any longer, but leaping the distance to the river in a single hop—a distance nearly equal to Taryn’s height.  This was impressive enough on its own merits seeing as it had come from a dead stop, but it was even more astonishing when one considered that the critter was at most eighteen inches from trunk to tail.
 
   Taryn slowly lowered herself until she was sitting Indian-style in the damp grass.  She watched, wondering, as the whole group of them hopped on down to the water’s edge for a drink.  It was an alien creature.  She could compare certain parts of it to other creatures—it had the tail of an anteater, long and plumed, and it had the back legs of a kangaroo, the cunning forepaws of a raccoon, a deer-like head, but a koala’s round ears, and that naked, finger-sized trunk—but it was clearly something that had naturally evolved.  It was adorable, black and tan and white, and it was simply wonderful to behold.  Like the grass ponies—the tiny antelope-horse things that had been so abundant on her travels here—these hoppers were natives of this strange world.  They fit in here.  They were perfect.
 
   And speak of the little devils.
 
   There was a grass pony now, almost invisible as it stood at the very edge of the tall grass.  And there was another one, come to think of it.
 
   With a start, Taryn realized there were two right next to her, close enough to reach out and pet if she wanted to.  None of them were even looking at her, and none of them were moving so much as an ear.  Funny.  With how still they were and all of them downwind, they looked more like a pride of lions than a herd of mini-horses coming to the river for a drink.
 
   The wind shifted subtly, snapping Taryn’s hair out before her face instead of straight back, and as one body, all of the hopping creatures down at the water’s edge looked up.
 
   And pow.
 
   The hoppers sprang away in a dozen different fans of sand.  The ponies leapt out after them, six of them in all, and all of them aimed at the same hopper.
 
   Taryn kicked back with a startled cry, unable to gain her feet in the loose sand with Aisling in her arms.  She couldn’t believe what she was seeing.  Two ponies—those cute little cloven-hoofed horses—banged into their chosen hopper, knocking it out of the air mid-leap.  The other ponies were on it in an instant, abandoning the rest of the hoppers and letting them vanish into the tall grass.  Cute little pony-mouths opened.  They went right for the hopper’s neck, and unlike lions, who suffocate their prey with a similar bite, these adorable little ponies ripped the throat right out of it.
 
   Taryn heard herself scream.  It wasn’t much of a scream, more of a loud cough at a weird pitch, but it didn’t matter, as none of the ponies paid her any attention.  They gathered around their prey and began to feed, exchanging dinner-table chat with their zebra-like whortling sounds.  Tails flicked comfortably at settling insects.  Were it not for the twitching hopper legs that protruded from their huddle, they could have been grazing.  Because they should be grazing.  They were ponies!
 
   Taryn rolled onto her knees and then climbed shakily to her feet.  She was panting, disbelief acting on her like a mile-long run.
 
   All the urge to hike the golden plains and sparkling riverbanks of Arcadia were utterly gone.  She had way too many things she needed to do.  Laundry, for instance.  Couldn’t fritter the day away on a ramble like this.  
 
   She left the grass ponies to their grisly feed and ran back to camp.  Carnivorous horses.  There were carnivorous horses in this world.
 
   And every morning, she was waking up to the sound of hooves right outside her tent.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   19.  The Horsemen’s Welcome
 
    
 
   Now that he could see where he was going, Aisling really only had two modes: stagger or pounce.  In the early morning of the next day, Aisling staggered out of his blanket and then pounced on Taryn’s head.  His talons gripped at her ears like handlebars and he clacked his beak happily over her hair as she gasped and struggled.  When she finally managed to pry him off, he waggled his wings and panted happily, inviting praise.
 
   “You’re a goof, you know that?”
 
   He butted heads with her.
 
   “Well,” she said, crawling out of her sleeping bag with Aisling draped over her shoulder.  “If you’re old enough to wake me up, honey, you’re old enough to stop wetting the bed.”
 
   She put him down so she could get dressed and he staggered off to pounce on her shoe.  As he gnawed on her laces, Taryn unzipped her tent and stepped out into the brisk morning air.  “You have a choice this morning,” she called back to him.  “Porridge, or porr—”
 
   She stopped cold, one hand still on her tent flaps.
 
   She hadn’t heard hoofbeats running off this morning.  The intruder was still here and he wasn’t riding anything.
 
   He towered over her.  Even if he’d been a whole horse, he would have done that, but the part of him that was man-shaped put him into goliath proportions.  His fur was cinnamon-brown, tapering into black over his forelegs.  His skin was only a few shades lighter, gleaming with morning’s condensation.  His hair was black, like his tail, and it grew all the way down his back in a mane he’d stiffened with twists of grass and beads.  There were horse’s ears driving up through the black, rotating as a horse’s will as he stared her down.  His face was hard-cut, youthful and ageless at once.  He had painted a black bar across his eyes; it rendered him faceless somehow.  He was not smiling.
 
   In his hands, he held a spear fully one head taller than he was himself and capped with a cruel steel point that put the full length at easily eight feet.  The spearhead was half a moon, the straight edge serrated and all sides blurred by sharpness.  It had been bound on with braided leather strips and horsehair.  It was not a hunting weapon.  It was a killing one.
 
   Taryn dragged her eyes up to his face again.  She had no thought.  She could see him, recognize and accept him, but she couldn’t think about him.  She knew she should be doing something, but she was frozen in place and time.  There was a centaur in her campsite.  It was looking right at her.
 
   Suddenly, the horse-like ears pricked forward and Taryn turned to see what he saw.  Aisling staggered out of the tent, squawked, and pounced merrily in their direction.  Taryn turned back just in time to see the centaur’s face darken.
 
   His ears flattened and he reared up, a tower of rage.  His spear swung, the killing edge aiming down directly at her heart.  Taryn screamed.  Death came at her, electrifying, not paralyzing, and she threw herself aside, gathering Aisling futilely into her arms and curling around him.  The spear would cut her in half, she knew, her and Aisling both, but she tried to protect him anyway.  Her last thought was of her family.  They’d never know what had happened to her.
 
   Nothing.  The space between her shoulder blades itched, but nothing struck.
 
   Taryn peeked back through her wind-tossed hair.
 
   The centaur’s forelegs pawed at the air, but his spear had lowered.  He looked confused, and when he saw her looking at him, that confusion became grim fury.  His hooves slammed into the ground and then he wheeled and ran, an army of one quickly vanishing in the mist.
 
   Taryn slowly became aware of Aisling struggling inside the shell she’d made of herself.  She uncurled, but couldn’t make herself release him.  Her teeth began to chatter.  She crawled on her knees, mindlessly seeking the enclosing comfort of her tent.  She pulled the sleeping bag over her head, forcing Aisling to lie with her until he quit fighting and fell asleep.  She didn’t.  She lay shivering, staring into the false darkness of the sleeping bag, and waited in terror for the centaur to return.
 
   There was no point in packing up and leaving.  She was lost on this world.  There was nowhere she could go that he could not follow.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   20.  The Bridge
 
    
 
   The chieftain of the horsemen ran for the bridge, taking comfort in the run, in the feel of the wind pushing against him, the endless thunder of his hooves.  His mind raced as much as his body; he could not make sense of what he had seen.
 
   His running feet struck sparks from the ancient stone as he crossed the river, jarring him to the knees.  The pain heightened his senses, but could not clarify his thoughts.  The human…What had she done, truly?
 
   The lord of the Valley must have been watching for him.  He was coming down the path to the overlook as the chieftain galloped up.  His legs locked and he skidded to a stop, stamping twice before he could control himself.
 
   The lord waited, his eyes showing concern and his great hand flexing on the haft of his war axe.  The lord was ready to march at a word, ready to go down into the human’s camp and deal the death that he himself had been unable to strike.  And that would be best.  That would answer every doubt.  Why did the thought fill him with such chaotic dread?
 
   “Tonka,” the lord said at last, and the sound of his clan name in his old friend’s mouth was the balm that his spinning thoughts demanded. 
 
   The horseman drew a breath, his flanks still shuddering from strain, and looked his lord in the eye.  “I went to her,” he said.  “I showed myself to her.”
 
   The lord waited.  He showed no disapproval, not yet.
 
   “She had…a young griffin with her.”
 
   The lord’s head reared back, his eyes flashing.  Then he came forward, rage around him like a second skin, making him seem even larger.  “Then she dies,” he said, pushing soundly past Tonka and down the mountainside.
 
   “Antilles, wait!”
 
   He did not want to, that much was clear, but names, even these names, had a power.  The lord of the Valley stayed his step but did not turn.  He was waiting, but Tonka could see that when he had heard, he meant to go on.  He meant to kill.
 
   And why did that unsettle his soul?  A human in the Valley had never been a precursor of peaceful times.  Was it not preferable to kill this one now, before she could work whatever evils she intended?
 
   But the sight of her face at the instant she knew her death was come would not leave Tonka’s mind.  The way she had shielded her captive tore at him.  She had not even tried to run.
 
   “I think…I think she means no harm to it,” Tonka said now.  The words came from him as painfully as if drawn with hooks.  Hearing them, even he could not believe.
 
   His lord did turn then, showing eyes filled with anger and open mistrust.  His powerful body was still tight with rage, still primed for bloodshed.  He said nothing.
 
   “She put herself between it and my runka,” the horseman went on, and in a frustrated rush, added, “I don’t understand it either, but I do not lie!  With my own eyes, I saw her shield it!”
 
   “A human may treasure anything,” the lord countered curtly.  “They will run into a burning house to take out a box of jewels and leave their own young to the fire.  It means nothing.  That she has taken that life for her own is telling enough of her intent.”
 
   It must be truth, but Tonka could not believe it.  He had seen the human’s face.  He had seen the precise instant when fear came to it and it had not been fear for her own life.
 
   “Do not do this, my lord,” he said now, and again, Antilles paused.  “I will beg if you would have me beg, but do not kill her.  Not…not yet.”
 
   Slowly, Antilles turned.
 
   “I cannot be easy in my mind after what I have seen,” Tonka said.  “Your words call to me…but they do not convince me.  She put herself between it and my runka when I meant most to strike.  She cannot mean it harm.”
 
   “Harm or not, she has taken it!”  The lord’s voice suddenly roared forth, all his fury at the fore.  “I will not permit a thief of young in my Valley!  She dies, horseman.  She dies!”
 
   “My people have suffered a thousand times worse at human hands!  How dare you force me to beg for her life!” Tonka shouted back.  “Your father sees you still!  Will you be lord or tyrant?”
 
   It was too much and he knew it the instant the words left his lips, but there was no calling them back.  Tonka stood, shudders taking his back and flanks where he fought most for stillness, and hated the human who had provoked this confrontation.
 
   The echoes of his voice still rolled through the rock, but there was no other sound.  The wind still blew, the sun still burned behind its misty veil, and somewhere, Tonka supposed that stars yet wheeled and shone about their cosmic business, but he did not know it.  He had thought only for his lord and friend, and the shock he had put in those eyes.
 
   “Why?” Antilles asked finally.
 
   “Because my heart tells me it will be a murder.  My head does not understand this,” he added furiously, “and my hands and hooves yearn to strike, but I must obey my heart.”
 
   “And I must obey you?”
 
   It was a calm question, almost an idle one, but Tonka was not fooled.  He bent his head, suddenly exhausted, and threw his runka to the ground.  It clattered over stone and rolled away.  He had received the staff from his own sire, Antilles himself had forged the spear’s head, and he had tied fully thirty and three knots to mark the enemies fallen to its edge, but in that moment, he did not care if he never saw the thing again.  He had been poised to pierce the hateful heart of the invader and she had shielded her stolen griffin.  
 
   Tonka raised his eyes and his open, empty hands.  “I understand vengeance, lord.  I understand it very well.  But I must live with the blood I spill.  I must carry the faces of those I fell with me every day.  And this one…confounds me.”
 
   “Because she means no harm to the griffin she has taken.”  Antilles bent and retrieved the runka from the rock it had come to rest against.  He studied it there in his hand, turning it so that its killing edge caught the light and dazzled back at Tonka’s eyes.  “Have you considered that she may be raising the thing to harvest its grown body?” he asked quietly, all his gaze lying heavy on the runka.
 
   “Aye.”  Tonka rubbed at his brow.  A pain had set into him; all his mind seemed to be splitting itself apart.  “Aye, by all the gods, how could I not?  And believe that there is a part of me that rages to know I would defend such an obscenity, but I must be sure.  Can you understand that?  I must be sure, or I will forever wonder if it was a murder done on her.”
 
   It was a long, uncomfortable time before the great head finally lowered and the sight of it brought the horseman more pain than relief.
 
   “I would do this for no other but you,” Antilles said.  He held out the runka, and once Tonka had taken it, clapped his hand to the horseman’s shoulder in unspoken friendship and turned to set his feet back upon the sloping mountain path.  “But since now she knows you are here, let her know that you are watching.  Set a guard over her camp at all times and keep me informed of all her movements.”
 
   “Aye, lord.”  Tonka set the butt of his runka on the stone and leaned on it for support.  He felt sickened by the stand he had taken.  Worse, he was even more confused now than when he had left the human’s camp.
 
   She had screamed and she had dropped to cover the unfledged griffin.  He could still see her eyes, striped by falls of her hair, watching him as she waited for the killing blow.  
 
   He shuddered, hard, and then wheeled about and ran for home.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   21.  Letters
 
    
 
   Dear Mom and Dad and Rhiannon,
 
   Well, I’m not alone any more.  I met my first native this morning and apparently, he likes me so much that he’s determined that I should meet the rest of his tribe one person at a time.  There’s always two or three people just sort of hanging around at the edges of my camp, each of them just for a few hours.  Watching me carry water.  Watching me braid grass.  Watching me feed Aisling.  Heck, watching me sleep, eat, do laundry, and use the bushes (ask me how pleased I am about this).  They don’t seem to care if I know that they’re there, but they’re sure not here to keep me company.  I’ve been talking at them for hours, and they talk back every now and then (so far, everyone I’ve met speaks English, which is more surprising than it even sounds), but they aren’t what you call forthcoming.  Oh, and I’m officially the shortest person here, not counting Aisling.  You wouldn’t think that it would matter, but it does.  Having to look up into all these watchful faces is a lot harder than just looking across at them. 
 
   So what to tell you about my neighbors?  Well, I managed to wrangle an introduction of sorts out of the one I met first by waiting until he’d left and then asking someone else.  I don’t think it even occurred to the fella to lie.  So now I know that my new neighbor is called Tonka, as in ‘truck’ and boy, does he live up to it!  Apparently, he’s the chief of the tribe, so I can honestly say I’ve met a celebrity.  The people of the tribe call themselves Farasai, or horsemen.  Isn’t that useful to know?  
 
   Chief is kind of an honorary ‘protector’ role that bounces from guy to guy, as near as I can tell.  The horsemen answer my questions when I ask them, but they’re pretty close-mouthed and it’s hard to get a straight answer out of them.  And it’s hard to think that anyone could depose Tonka, if that’s really the way things work out here.  Hang on, let me ask…Okay, they say (grudgingly) that no one deposes anybody.  The chief is picked by the tribe’s ‘mother’, who in this case appears to be named Ven.  Whoever marries Ven just magically becomes chief.  I betcha her husband never forgets her birthday.  
 
   You know, the weirdest thing about Tonka is the fact that right now, he considers me to be his biggest threat.  Little old me.  Soaking wet and starving in a tent.  (I’m not really starving, Mom.)  I’d try to look more non-threatening and all for him, but come on!  How much more non-threatening could I be?
 
    
 
   Dear Mom and Dad and Rhiannon,
 
   Please send gardening gloves.
 
   Sorry, I should have started out with the usual ‘Hi, I’m fine, hope you’re well’, but please, if you love me, send gardening gloves.
 
   More visits from the neighborhood unwelcome wagon.  It’s been three days and Tonka and his crew have been dropping by every few hours, in shifts, day and night, so someone’s always lurking around watching me.  Today it suddenly occurred to me that this is called being under surveillance.  It’s subtle.  They’re not really trying to be scary, I don’t think, just extremely visible.  And they’re polite about it, sort of.  They answer my questions if I ask them often enough.
 
   Did I mention the spears?  Yeah, there’s spears.  Big ones, with big shiny blades on them.  They’re called runkas.  I know because the other day, while I was beating my laundry against a rock under the wary and watchful eyes of my overseers, I asked the nearest horseman to tell me what they were called.  He also informed me that each runka gets a knot in its braid for each life it takes in battle.  Here is a picture of Tonka and his highly-braided runka.  I apologize for the blurriness, he twitched.  You’ll notice this is a head and shoulders shot only.  That is because the dude wears no clothes.  None of the Farasai wear clothes.  This has been an adjustment.
 
   Still no sign of my mail-runner for the past several days.  I kind of wonder if she’s deliberately avoiding me now that the horsemen are here.  And if that’s the case, that’s kind of honking me off.  Not that I have a lot of time for writing letters at the moment (as you can probably tell by the sheer quantity of letters that I have not written you), but I would like to send them once I do write.  And I’d like to receive some, especially since one of them might contain gardening gloves.  (Please send gardening gloves)
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Mom and Dad and Rhiannon,
 
   Well, I’m just going to keep writing, even though my mail-runner hasn’t been by in more than a week.  I’m not lonely.  I almost wish I could say that I was.  The Farasai won’t leave me alone.
 
   They’re really not scary, Mom.  I can feel you worrying from here (even though I haven’t even mailed these, yet.  That’s some powerful worry you’ve got there, Mom.  Work on that) but you know, they’re not being aggressive or hostile or anything, just very, very visible.  With visible spears.
 
   Never mind.  The big news here is Aisling, who has turned into a real traveling man.  Up until now, I’ve pretty much been carrying him everywhere, but now his tolerance for that seems to come and go.  He wants to get down and walk by himself, which, of course, is very slow and awkward, and if I’m trying to do something else at the time, it turns into an issue of, ‘Do I make Aisling happy?’ or ‘Do I get to have a fire tonight?’  And I’m really nervous about making Aisling unhappy because, you see, there are all these Farasai with spears staring at me all the time.
 
   Moving on to the second subject that I can feel you worrying about, Mom.  Food.  One of the biggest issues on my mind has been what I’m going to eat until next year when I can get a proper garden going.  But fortunately, the plains out here are predominantly formed from this great grain.  I’m enclosing some for you to see.  I just pull the seeds off and rub them between my hands real good to take the hairy hulls off and then give them a puff to blow the chaff away and dump the seeds in a pot.  Four hours of this and presto—big pot of grain for boiling.  It’s not bad.  No worse than those wheatberries Dad used to feed us when he went on that health-Nazi kick when we were kids.  Except that there’s no sugar for ‘em.  Plus, I’m out of hot chocolate and I’ve been using the same tea bag for two days now.  And much as I’d like to ask for more, the packaging doesn’t burn well and there’s no garbage pick-up, so don’t.  There’s plenty of birds out here, and once in a while, I get one.  I can actually see my aim improving.  There’s also critters to chew on, but I’m not that brave, yet.  And there’s fish, but I don’t know.  My book’s instructions on how to make a hook are just impossible for me at the moment and I can’t make my own fishing line anyway.  Heck, I still can’t make a decent b 
 
    
 
   Taryn stopped writing and stared thoughtfully into space.  “A basket,” she murmured.
 
   The horsewoman who was standing next to her, and shamelessly reading over her shoulder, shifted her runka and looked around at Taryn’s extremely pathetic stack of woven grass failures.  Her tail flicked.
 
   “Relax,” Taryn said, putting her letters and pen away in her backpack pocket.  “I’m not asking you to fix one for me.”
 
   The horsewoman backed up as Taryn got to her feet, then followed and watched closely as Taryn went to pick through her mats and clumsy bowls.  Taryn could feel that stare burning on her as she gathered all of them up, as well as a bundle of grass she’d pulled from her garden, and dumped them next to the tent flaps.  (The potatoes stared at her accusingly from their greening place at the side of her tent.  Stupid damn things.  Maybe tomorrow she’d finish pulling and plant them.)  Next, she got one of her many coils of grass-fiber cord and tossed that over to join her mats.  Then she scooped up Aisling, and went briskly to her copse to cut a few dozen thin branches with her Leatherman multitool, green and whippy ones, to bring back with her.
 
   She plopped down in the mouth of her tent, returned a peeping Aisling to his blanket, and pulled a disastrous effort at a mat onto her lap.  She started bending switches into a vaguely conical shape, one that was open at the narrow end but rounded where it was wider.  Her cord, the one thing she’d discovered that she could make well and therefore had seven thousand miles of it piled around, wrapped the switches in place.  She started binding the mats and baskets onto the frame, trying to cover as wide an area as possible.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   It was the first question she’d been asked, the first words any Farasai had volunteered in all this time, and Taryn stopped what she was doing to stare around at her.  She was in the habit of chatting with her guards, but usually getting any kind of response from them was like pulling teeth.  But this horsewoman had put her runka into her back strap and was leaning over, her hands braced on her furry foreknees, watching with open interest.
 
   “Well,” Taryn said.  “I might just be wasting my time, but hopefully, I’m making a trap.”  She started wrapping grass stems to fill the little gaps left by the mats.
 
   “What beast do you expect to hold with only grass?” the horsewoman asked, puzzled.
 
   “Fish.”
 
   Silence.  The horsewoman looked dubious.
 
   “Have you ever noticed that the fish hang out in the grassy part of the riverbank?” Taryn asked.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “And they only dash off if they see someone coming.  Well, I’m going to make them a grassy riverbank.”  She held up her finished basket—a giant, organic light bulb-shaped thing with a narrow, open mouth—and then tied some cord to it for an anchor line.  “With any luck, they’ll swim on in, and when I come along, they won’t be able to dash away.  I’ll lift them out, the water will drain, and I’ll be left with a basket full of fish.”
 
   “Aye.”  The horsewoman straightened up, looking very faintly impressed.  “I follow.”  She turned around and clopped out of camp.
 
   Taryn didn’t watch her go, assuming that it was the changing of the guard and soon another horseman would step up to take her place.  She quickly became absorbed in making minor adjustments to her fish-basket, losing track of time, and came back to herself only after a bundle of whippy switches and grape vines landed at her side.
 
   Taryn looked up with no small amount of surprise and the horsewoman drew her runka again.  She backed up, set the butt of her spear on the ground, and leaned on it, watching Taryn without expression.
 
   “Thanks,” Taryn said.
 
   The horsewoman’s tail flicked.
 
   Taryn put her basket down and got up.  The horsewoman straightened, looking wary as Taryn came towards her.  Her hand on the haft of her spear flexed, raising it slightly.
 
   “I’m Taryn,” Taryn said, and extended her hand.  “Nice to meet you.”
 
   The horsewoman didn’t move at all, except to look at Taryn’s empty hand.  After several long seconds, the Farasai backed away.
 
   Taryn lowered her hand again, her heart sinking at the same speed.  For a second there, she’d really hoped…
 
   “It’s nice to meet you anyway,” Taryn said.  “Thanks for your help.”  She returned to her tent and sat, adjusted Aisling, and started making a new basket.
 
   “Ahm,” the horsewoman said.
 
   Taryn looked at her.  “Excuse me?”
 
   The Farasai was frowning.  Deeply.  “I am called Ahm,” she said.  She looked away, her ears pointing forward, and then she sheathed her spear and marched across camp and into the tall grass.  She did not look back.
 
   Another horseman was coming, a big black stallion with his spear drawn and suspicion heavy in his eyes.  He stopped just out of her camp and set the butt of his runka into the ground, staring at her.
 
   Taryn offered him a smile.  He did not respond.
 
   She bent her head with a sigh and got back to work.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   22.  Ahm and Chieftain
 
    
 
   Tonka waited at the borders of his kraal.  He was never easy until he saw his guards return and Ahm, though the greatest of his hunters, was too near to her foaling to allow him a quiet mind when it was her turn at guard.  So he was there to see Ahm coming back across the plains.  She was walking, her head high, her gait unhurried.
 
   Tonka stepped out a little ways to meet her, but she did not slow or even glance his way.  She ignored his greeting and in a tight voice, said, “I shall not do this any more.”
 
   Tonka turned around, catching at her arm as she passed.  “What happened?” he asked, his mind racing with warning and possibility.  Had there been pains?  Early foaling was as good as a spear for the young, and often proved the same for the mare, but at second glance, Ahm did not look as though she suffered hurt.  
 
   Which meant something the human had done had caused this mood, and that was a far greater threat.  “Is thee injured?” he pressed anxiously, his own runka drawn almost without his noticing.  “What did she do?”
 
   Ahm pulled her arm from his grip and turned at last to face him.  Anger was a broad stamp across her normally-tranquil features.  And it was for him, he saw with a start.  Her anger was all for him.
 
   “Thee was my mother’s elder son before thee ever was my chieftain,” she said.  “And so I have followed thee without question or regret all the days of my life.  But now I tell thee plainly, I will not menace that human one more day!”  She spun, tail snapping out to strike at Tonka’s side, and then she was running from him.
 
   Menace?  Ahm was the leader of his hunters.  He had sent her to hold watch over many, many human invaders.  She had never refused a watch and she had never spoken of it as menace.
 
   Frowning, Tonka went after her, galloping to overtake her before she reached her lodge.
 
   Incredibly, she sped up.  “I have said what I will say to you!” she called back crossly.
 
   Tonka’s voice rolled out of him like thunder, silencing the mid-day activity of the busy kraal.  “Stand thee down, kinswoman, and answer to thy chief!”
 
   Ahm stopped, as did every Farasai in the commons.  They drew no eye, but interest lay heavily on them and they both knew it.  Ahm turned, her body stiff, her ears flat, and her gaze averted.
 
   “You will tell me what the human has done this day to bring you to this state,” Tonka said.
 
   Ahm voiced bitterness poorly disguised as laughter.  She looked at him with snapping eyes.  “Let me think, chieftain.  Aye, she has pulled grass for grain to eat and given her griffin the last of her meat.  She has failed to hunt three sun-necks and failed to club a fish.  She has pulled more grass with her bandaged hands for the tubers she means to plant.  She has written a message to her family to tell them not to fear for her because she thinks we are not hostile.  She has urinated twice.  She has made a basket for the trapping of fish.  What has she done?  She sits, she eats, she voids, she sleeps.  Today, my chief, and every day!  And she says nothing to me that is in anger, nay, not even though I follow her and oversee her making urine!  She greets me!  She offers grain to me from her damned little meal!  She extends her arm to me!”
 
   “You think there is no reason why she should wish to feed you?  To touch you?”
 
   “This is no wizard!” Ahm said with a dismissive stamp.
 
   “You cannot know that,” he countered.  “Seldom do they announce themselves until they move to strike.”
 
   “She is starving!” Ahm shouted, and the silence of the kraal fell again, harder this time.  “A wizard would never starve!  She is starving to feed her griffin and she will die of it soon enough without this constant bullying of her.”
 
   “You—” Tonka began, astonished, but he got no further before the next explosion of his lead hunter.
 
   “I will not be the hounding of her, by the gods, I will not!  So you order me back to oversee her, chieftain, you order me and see what happens!”
 
   She stopped there, her swollen sides heaving and her ears flat to her skull, seething as she stared him down.  Tonka held her gaze, unmoving, unflinching.  He watched her steady, watched her remember who she spoke to.  A flush crawled through her cheeks; she dropped her eyes.
 
   “Did I send thee to kill the human?” he asked calmly.
 
   Ahm’s jaw ticced.  She shook her head.
 
   “I asked thee to hold watch.  Our lord gave command to have eyes on her camp day and night, and thine are among those I prize highest.  I would have heard what report thee would issue were you to speak it rather than to shout.  I am not in the practice of performing murders.”
 
   “Nay,” Ahm whispered.  “I know thee is not.”
 
   “But tell me,” Tonka said, moving in very close.  “Tell me, of all the humans in all the history of this world, tell me how many have come here seeking peaceful settlement.”
 
   Ahm looked up fiercely.  “One,” she said, her voice quietly scored with intense emotion.  “This one.”
 
   He hadn’t meant the question to be answered and this answer, as well as the speed and conviction of its delivery, irked him.  “Will you risk the life you carry for this belief?” he asked bluntly.
 
   “Aye.”  Still no hesitation.
 
   Tonka could feel his leg wanting to stamp.  “Well, I am not so ready,” he said.  “I must be sure.”
 
   “Then be sure,” she told him.  “Speak to her.”
 
   Tonka recoiled.
 
   “Aye,” said Ahm, setting her chin.  “Directly to her.  See her after this turn of hell you’ve set on her and hear her try to be polite when she receives thee.  Look her in her open eyes and tell her why thee is doing this.  Tell that starving foal that thee thinks her an evil wizard.  And if thee can speak to her and return to me yet convinced of her malevolence, then I will believe thee and make whatever apology thee demands.  But not now.  Now—”  She shook out her short hair and cut her empty hands through the air.  “Now I am done.”
 
   She turned around and this time, Tonka let her go.  He told himself she was heavy and her mood unstable for it.  But he knew he would have thought her stable enough if she’d come to tell him the human should die.
 
   Speak to her?  As audience?  As equals?
 
   Oh, humans were quick enough to use words if they were uncertain of their weapons, but Farasai knew better than to believe in what they might say.  Humans were masters of deception.  They lied in every thought.  Tonka would not be surprised if this one were starving herself deliberately to take them off their guard.
 
   And that was how he would trap her, Tonka thought grimly.  Oh aye, he would speak with her.  He would barter of her with foods and just see what she asked in return.  And when she asked to see his kraal, aye, just to see how fields were tilled and game preserved, he would know her for the vanguard of conquerors that she was.
 
   And he would kill her.  And that, at last, would be an end to it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   23.  The Storm of Griffins
 
    
 
   Taryn emerged from her tent into a clear, cold morning.  She put Aisling down and he pounced off into the tall grass.  By habit, she glanced around to see where her escort was at as she went to use the bushes, but she couldn’t see one.
 
   That was unnerving.  Why were they hiding all of a sudden?
 
   So she went into the copse alone, took care of business, and came out with an extra armload of firewood.  Still no Farasai.  She uncovered her coals, blew up a new fire, and picked up her cauldron (her hands ached, she shifted the handle of the heavy thing down to the crease of her knuckles without thinking about it), then paused again.  She searched the plains and they were still empty, apart from a distant black stripe of those cattle things.  She’d asked one of her guards about them, and had eventually managed to wrestle free a description in bits and pieces that made her think they might be buffalo-like, but they were supposedly pretty mean.  When she’d asked how easy it was to hunt one, the horseman had replied they were the only grass-eater he knew of that would trample a hunter, come back to gore it, and come back again to stomp until “its sides and hooves and burning eyes are painted ‘round with blood”.  So although the shadow of cattle on the plains might be good camouflage, she doubted there were any Farasai hiding among them just to spy on her.
 
   Aisling came over to pounce on her foot while she was considering the lack of a visible stakeout and, when she didn’t respond, he sat down on her toes.  He looked up at her, then peered out into the grass in an attitude of intense alertness, mimicking her.
 
   “Hello?” Taryn called, and Aisling peeped loudly.
 
   There was no answer to either of them.  She was beginning to think no one was there.
 
   Taryn gave Aisling a nudge to get him off her sneaker, deciding that this had to be a good sign and she’d finally won them over, or at least, convinced them that she didn’t need constant staring at.  It was a victory of sorts, and if nothing else, it was one less thing she had to worry about.  There were plenty of other things that could be opened up for her worrying attention now, beginning with breakfast.  She headed down to the river to fill her cauldron.
 
   The quiet was deafening.  Not that the horsemen were prone to chatter, but she’d gotten used to the sound of hoof-beats following her every time she moved.  Not having that anymore produced a noiselessness that went all the way in, muffling even her thoughts.  Where were they?
 
   Never mind.  There were fish in her baskets, four of them.  She let two go and tossed the other two up on the bank, where Aisling immediately pounced on them.  He wasn’t quite brave enough to bite the flapping things under his talons, but he peeped at them impressively before bounding away to rally for another attack.  His peep was growing up, she thought.  It was almost a squawk, really.  Watching him menace the fish made Taryn wonder just how soon she should be teaching him to hunt.  She’d been here for a pretty impressive span of days—at least ten, maybe more—but she’d only managed to skim a few pages out of Bancha’s book, and that only in her tent at night.  She wasn’t comfortable letting the horsemen know how ignorant she was about how to care for the little life she was keeping.
 
   But the horsemen weren’t here, for whatever reason, and that made today a good day to catch up on her griffin-reading.  She could always go back to baskets and stone-knapping (and potato planting, she had to plant those damned potatoes) when the Farasai came back from vacation.
 
   Taryn hugged her fish to her chest and got her cauldron in hand, again moving the handle down to her curled fingers at the first dull throb from her palm.  The blisters that pulling the grass had raised were finally healing up, the scabs just beginning to flake away and show healthy, pink skin again, but they ached like a rotten tooth and she didn’t want to open them up again.  Unfortunately, a cauldron full of water couldn’t be anything but heavy; her fingers were in knots after just a few steps and her shoulder was in agony.  She had to stop twice on the way back to juggle fish and cauldron from one arm to the other, and she felt oddly wiped out and flushed by the time she finally made it into camp.
 
   She set the cauldron on her boiling stone—a nice flat one in the middle of the hottest flames—and sat down with a groan, letting the fish spill into her lap.  God, she stank.  Stank like sweat, stank like fish, stank like…stink.
 
   Well, the horsemen weren’t here.  She could take a bath once her water was boiled and she’d made her tea.  It wasn’t like she had anything else to do with her day.
 
   Where were they?
 
   Taryn didn’t have the energy to stand up and look again, but she sure couldn’t see them from where she was sitting.  After craning her neck to no result for several minutes, Taryn sagged back down and brought out her multitool to clean her fish.  Aisling was right there in an instant.  Funny, how he couldn’t seem to stagger on his own all the way out of the tent in the morning, but he could be across the whole camp in the blink of an eye if there were fish guts at stake.
 
   She took the heads off her fishes, convinced Aisling they were not for eating with no small amount of effort, and set them aside.  Her book on primitive technologies mentioned that the American Indians used fish heads for fertilizer.  She’d mush them up, mix them with her dirt, and use it when she planted her potatoes.  Which she was going to do.  Right at the top of her list, even.  
 
   With Aisling’s bottomless stomach placated for a few minutes, water working toward a boil, and breakfast spitted over the coals, Taryn was free to take a little break.  She rubbed her hands in the dirt to get fish off them, and then wiped them down on her jeans to get the dirt off them.  Bancha Sorefoot’s book was just inside the mouth of the tent, and she didn’t even have to get up, just lean in and out again.
 
   Once again, she was in Bancha’s world (poor little one-eyed lady with her busted legs and nothing but paper and pen and plenty of time), and griffins were all around her.  She started with the dedication again (she loved that page a little more with every new reading), turned to Chapter One: Griffin or Gryphon?, and dove right in.
 
   There is no such thing as a griffin.
 
   Taryn glanced over the top of the book to look at Aisling.  He peeped at her and came to sit on her foot.  She looked back down at the page.
 
   Griffin is nothing but a meaningless word naturalists have coined to refer to the four individual species of gryffyn, griffawn, gryphon, and gryphen, as a means of keeping them distinct from the so-called “sub” species, such as hippogriffs and the like.  As I look down from my tent, I can see representatives of all four species gathered in what’s known as the “protective clutch” as they stare back at me, so it would seem clear that they all consider themselves close-knit enough to help raise each other’s young.  But there is no such single animal as a griffin.  There are instead characteristics of a griffin, and any critter that doesn’t meet all of them is, by definition, a subspecies.
 
   The predominant defining mark of a griffin lies in its appearance.  They are sextamelods, which is to say, six-limbed, being quadrupeds with feathered wings.  The body of a griffin must be feline, excepting the head and forefeet, which are avian and raptor-like.  
 
   Less tangible but still physically-apparent is the matter of a griffin’s beak and claws, which harden as the griffin matures.  By the time the griffin is three years old and has achieved his or her adult size, its fully-hardened claws will be capable of scoring even obsidian like it was wet clay.
 
   All griffins are highly intelligent and capable of speech.  Most speak and write in several languages.  But griffins aren’t known for their trusting natures.  I can only assume the monarch of this storm is letting me stay this close because it’s so obvious that I don’t present any real threat to them.  Also, I’m writing a book.  Griffins have a strong drive for higher learning, as well as great intelligence and well-deserved racial pride.  I think I appeal to the monarch’s sense of collegiate vanity.  Certainly, it’s her chick who’s been the most visible specimen for my studies, and now that the chicks are three months old, they’re coming out of their dens almost every day.
 
   Three months?  Aisling wasn’t supposed to leave the tent for three months? 
 
   But I’m getting ahead of myself.  Before we explore the courtship, denning, and hatching of the eggs, let’s have a look at each of the four species that are collectively known as griffins.
 
   The next several pages were taken up by careful drawings and lengthy descriptions of ears, beaks, coats, feathers, and tails.  Aisling didn’t have visible ears, so he couldn’t be a gryffyn.  He didn’t have tiger stripes, so he wasn’t a griffawn.  He did have those little bony nubs on his brow, and so that made him absolutely a gryphen, who were, according to Bancha, not as visually impressive as the other griffins, but they made up for it with a reputation for the greatest fighting prowess.  In the ‘storm’ she was studying, gryphens were used exclusively by the ‘monarch’ as guardians.
 
   Taryn skimmed through the rest of the chapter, which looked interesting enough, but had to do with the egg, not the chick.  She picked up again in Chapter Three.
 
   For the first few months, the chicks are kept in their dens and watched over by the crown while the cob hunts for all his mates and offspring, but towards the end of this time, they’ll start to be introduced to the rest of the storm.  By the end of the third month, the chicks will be in the habit of being taken out to a central area where they will be kept together under the watchful eyes of the gryphen warriors while the remainder of the storm goes about their business.  The chicks are understandably distressed by this sudden emergence into a much wider world, and they spend most of their time huddled silently together in the danger drop.
 
    Taryn raised her eyes from the page to frown at Aisling, who was busy stalking a chunk of rock from her stone-working exercises.  He pounced, growled ferociously, and let out a hoarse peep of victory.  Well…maybe three months was a lot shorter on Bancha’s world than on Earth.
 
   Every so often, an attempt is made by one of the guardians to engage a chick in some sort of activity, but the only one I’ve seen met with any sort of response came from a little gentle preening.  This defense of stillness and quiet is encouraged by the adult griffins, who often bark out alert-cries, apparently just so the chicks will practice their danger drop.  Until the chicks are two to three years old, they’ll have no defense of their own from predators, so the danger drop, while creepy to sit and stare at day after day, does serve a valid purpose.
 
   Dismayed, Taryn closed the book and called Aisling over.  He came, peeping and squawking and flapping his naked wings, to pounce on her hand.  “Be quiet,” she told him, trying to place him in the flat, splayed position Bancha had so carefully drawn out in her book.  “Quiet now.  Hsst!  Danger!”
 
   Aisling goggled at her, his tail lashing.  He chirped and threw himself at her foot, savaging her shoelace and growling through his peeps.  Taryn gave up and lifted him into her lap, petting him until he stopped trying to get his beak on her hand and just lay happy.  Bancha’s book didn’t say just how the griffins taught their chicks to assume the drop, since she hadn’t been welcome to peek in any of the dens during those first few months, but however it was managed, Taryn had good-n-screwed her opportunity.
 
   It was the stimulation, she was sure of it.  The constant toting back and forth as she went for firewood, went for water (hers had done its boiling; she paused to remove it so it could cool), went for supplies to test her feeble primitive skills.  But what else was she supposed to do?  She didn’t have another parent to stay with him while she worked.  She had to take him with her.  And her arms were full most of the time.  She didn’t know he wasn’t supposed to even be walking for three months!
 
   But she should have known.  She’d had the book all this time.  She should have made it her job to read through it that first day.  All of it, not just the part she’d wanted to know the most.  
 
   But there had been so much to do.  She’d had to pack, to tell everyone she was leaving.  And then she’d had to walk and set everything up, and there’d just been so much to make ready.  Plus, the Farasai came along, and they were upset enough just that she had Aisling, she didn’t want them to know how little she knew about raising him.
 
   The excuses felt hollow, no matter that it was all true.  What if she was letting Aisling in for health problems down the road by making him walk so early?  And even if she wasn’t, what if he was in danger because he didn’t know how to act around a predator?  On the other hand, Bancha’s book had been dealing with different predators.  If Aisling were to drop around a grass pony and splay himself out, Taryn had no doubt the pony would just mosey over and eat him.  And leaving Aisling alone in the tent all day while Taryn was foraging in the copse for grapes or whatever was simply out of the question.  So in the end, it really didn’t matter, did it?  Even if she had known better, Aisling would be getting exactly the same treatment and she just had to live with that.  Besides, it was only that the young griffins were coming out of their dens at three months.  For all Bancha knew, they were running around like Pre inside the den all day.
 
   Taryn picked up the book, then sighed and tossed it back into her tent.  Her fish was done and it was time to make her tea.  When breakfast was over, she needed to take her bath and then fetch and boil more water.  After that, since it was so dry, she’d have to gather her basket full of grain and then knuckle down and pull more grass.  She could bandage her hands with socks to cushion them, but that grass just had to go.  And the bottom line was, there just wasn’t time to sit around reading.
 
   But what else was she doing wrong?  And how much else could she blunder through before she made an unforgivable mistake?  
 
   “If only I had some sort of sign,” Taryn said dispiritedly.  She dipped her cup and added her last tea bag for its third use.  Its last use.  The water barely discolored at all.  She took the fish off the fire and picked at it with mournful fingers, opening the skin so it would cool faster.  “I need to know I’m doing the right things with you,” she told Aisling.  His eyes were riveted to her fish, but he whispered a peep.  “And I need…damn it, I need a reason to keep trying.”
 
   He peeped again and she pulled him onto her lap.  “It’s too hard,” she said, cupping his beak as he tried doggedly to scramble out and snap up some steaming fish.  “I’m hungry, Aisling.  Even after I eat, I’m hungry.  I’m tired.  I wake up tired.  I’m hurt.  I’m…I’m always hurt.  And I don’t know what I’m doing, and every time I try to learn a little more…”  Her eyes went toward the tent, to the little corner of Bancha’s book that could be seen.  She sighed again and looked away.  “…all I manage to learn is what I’ve already fucked up.  The people here pretty much either hate me or ignore me and…and I want to go home.”
 
   A piercing bird-scream sliced the air.
 
   Taryn looked up, curling around Aisling even though no eagle she knew of would ever try to pick off its prey from a person’s lap.  But these weren’t birds.
 
   Overhead, in six neat Vs formed of exactly nine individuals each, as precise in their formation as the Blue Angels, were griffins.  She didn’t know which kind, was too stunned to even try and figure it out.  There were griffins in the air above her, moving west just as straight as arrows in flight.  Heading for warmer climes, perhaps, or maybe going to join up with the other griffins to lay their eggs and raise their young.
 
   She felt Aisling poke his head out under her arm and she leaned back to let him look, to let him see the flight—no, the storm of griffins as it finished soaring overhead and continued on.  His feathers puffed forward and he crawled a little ways out to stare.
 
   “Those are griffins,” she said, mesmerized by the play of sunlight on the false metals of their feathers.  “Just like you, baby.”
 
   He peeped, just once, and it was a breathy, amazed sound.
 
   Taryn stood up, Aisling in her arms, and walked out around the tent to watch the griffins until they were nothing but streaks of black on the horizon.  A reason to think that she could really do this, huh?  Did she really need a reason more compelling than the one dangling from her arms?  Well, if she did, there it went.  There was the majesty that could come of this miracle she’d been given.  If she needed a sign, there it was, flashing neon.
 
   That was what the sky looked like with griffins in it.
 
   Taryn returned to her breakfast, smiling.  She sat down, fed Aisling a bite of fish and pulled Bancha’s book back out of her tent.  She opened it, found her place, and started reading as she ate.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   24.  Promises to Turtles
 
    
 
   She came out of the tent the next morning to see one of the horsemen down by the river.  The big one, she thought it was.  Tonka.  He was bent at the waist, or at the shoulders, depending on one’s perspective, and he was prodding at something in the water with the butt of his runka.
 
   Taryn let Aisling down in the tall grass and waited while he scratched out a good peeing-place, keeping her eyes on the horseman.  Tonka remained occupied by whatever he was doing.  It was possible (albeit unlikely) that he hadn’t even noticed she’d left her tent.  She ought to just leave him alone.  Whatever he was doing, at least he wasn’t doing it up here while trying to menace her at the same time.
 
   But curiosity got a grip on her and wouldn’t let go.  Taryn picked Aisling up when he came scampering back to her and went down to see what Tonka was doing.
 
   She didn’t have to go very far before she realized he was poking at her fish-catchers.  She took a moment to explore how that made her feel and decided that as long as he wasn’t breaking them, she didn’t care.  All the same, she stopped while she was still well back from the water’s edge.
 
   He glanced at her after a few seconds, proving that he had in fact heard her approach and was letting her know that he knew she was there.  Then he swung his runka around and hooked a fish-catcher with the curved end, bringing it out of the river.  He watched, his tail flicking, as water poured out between the reeds, and then he reached in and pulled a good-sized fish out of the empty basket.  He held it flapping in his hand.  “This,” he said finally, “this is clever.”
 
   His expression (what there was of it) didn’t change, but the admission sounded like an uncomfortable one.  “Thanks,” was her non-committal reply.
 
   “My hunters have told me that you are struggling with hunger here.”  Tonka dropped the fish into the river and pulled another one from the basket.  This one was even bigger than the first.
 
   “I had a rough start, but I’m doing okay.”
 
   His eyes narrowed.  His tail was snapping out at his flanks in short, curt slaps.  “They tell me you mean to grow a crop,” he said, and gave her a hard look, as though waiting for something.
 
   “Eventually,” said Taryn.  
 
   He stared at her.  She looked back at him.  Aisling, dangling from her arms, peeped.
 
   Tonka released the second fish, too.  He watched it swim away and then turned his attention to the fish-catcher, fingering the woven reeds and grasses.  “There are those of my kind who do…something similar,” he said, and hooked the basket back onto the end of his runka.  He bent to carefully replace it in the water exactly as it had been before continuing.  “Reeds and branches are placed in the shallows so as to make a kind of cage.  It traps fish.  Turtles.”  He looked at her.  His eyes were guarded.  “I could tell you how it is done.”
 
   The offer astonished her, however reluctantly it seemed to have been extended, and she felt a smile spreading with delight across her own face.  “That would be nice, but there aren’t really any shallows handy,” she pointed out.  “And I could never eat a turtle.”
 
   “It is not difficult to open the shell.”  His tail swished again.  “I could show you.”
 
   “I’m sure you could, but it’s not about that.”  Encouraged, she came the rest of the way out of the plains to stand beside him on the riverbank.  “See, when I was little, I read a story about the Great Turtle who carried the world through its creation.  He sheltered the first humans in his shell when they were alone and vulnerable.  I vowed then never to hurt a turtle.”
 
   The horseman finally showed expression—a faint frown.  He was silent for a time, but not still.  His tail kept snapping and one hind hoof had a habit of rising and then relaxing, as though he wanted very much to stamp.  “Foolishness,” he said at last, hammering the word out.  “A story.  Nothing more.”
 
   “I know that now.  I said I was little.”
 
   The horseman’s flanks shivered.
 
   “That’s not the point, anyway.  The point is, I made a promise and just because I know better now isn’t a good enough reason to break it.”
 
   “I should think that starving would be.”  Tonka’s words were harsh enough, but the anger in his tone was worse.  Perhaps he knew it.  He took a moment, looking down at the fish-catchers in the water.  His chest was still, but his sides were heaving.  He looked at her and his flank shook again.  “The fish will soon be gone from the river.  Turtles can be found throughout the winter, if one knows where to seek them.  You made a foolish promise,” he added, more calmly.
 
   “That’s not the point,” she said.  “I made a promise, and maybe it was a foolish one, but I still gave my word.  I believe that a person’s word isn’t something that you can go out and get back once you’ve thrown it away.  I’d like to think that—”
 
   Without warning, the horseman reared, a ragged cry ripping from his chest, and the runka he had been holding loosely in one hand suddenly split the air as he threw it.  It cut through the air over her shoulder, close enough that she could feel the tugging of the hairs it parted and hear the low howl of its wake, and then it slammed into the ground behind her.  Taryn’s legs elected to leap away without informing the rest of her, to the effect that she fell in a convulsing heap on her back.  Her head whacked into the butt of the spear, still quivering from its impact.  Her legs came up fast as she tried to curl around Aisling, knowing that the hooves were coming next and it was going to hurt, he was going to pound the life right out of her and it was going to hurt a lot.
 
   Sand and river rock chipped at her as the horseman spun.  Tonka thundered away, knocking clods of earth back behind him.
 
   He was gone.
 
   Breath came back to her first as a gasp, then a scream, and finally, in sobs.  She rolled onto her side, only dimly aware of Aisling struggling and squalling in her arms.  She thought she might have wet herself.  She couldn’t make herself care.  She tried to stand and couldn’t; her bones were water and she couldn’t stop crying.  She crawled instead, all the way back to her tent and fell inside it, yanking her sleeping bag over her head.  In the dark, protected by her own soft shell with Aisling held at the heart of her, she lost herself to tears and terror.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   25.  Tonka
 
    
 
   Tonka ran, but there was no release for him in running.  The freedom he had always found in the pounding of hooves and the rush of wind would not come to him.  He ran, his breath burning and sweat foaming from his sides, and there was no peace but only the stink of him.  He passed a blur of kindred, alarm stamped on their faces and in their voices as they called after him.  He did not stop or even slow.
 
   He ran to his lodge and what damage he did to his door in battling it open, he did not care.  Across the wide floor to the hide curtains, he still ran, and his hooves dug furrows from the hard-packed earth when he finally stopped.  His hands tore at soft leather and he flung the curtains aside.
 
   The sight of the trappings of slavery struck him for the first time as a comfort.  He stumbled within, panting, his hands seeking and finding harnesses, bridles, whips.  These were real.  These were truth.  Their voices were the voices of ancient pains and wrongs that no smiling female, however sincere she might seem, could undo.
 
   Hoof-beats behind him.  Tonka turned, blinders still in his hands.  Morathi stood in the light from the broken door, and with him, Shard, who would come after.  Tonka saw wonder in his daughter’s eyes as she gazed at the artifacts he had always kept at the hidden half of his lodge.  Disgust filled him.  He threw the blinders down and pulled the curtains with a curse, and then stood, heaving, before them.
 
   “Have you,” he began, and was appalled to hear how unevenly his words came.  “Have you ever heard a tale, Morathi, of a great turtle who sheltered Man in their first days?”
 
   The old mystic’s eyes grew misty as he searched his memories and then sharpened.  “Aye.  An ancient tale of foreign making.  The Great Father of all the universe was this turtle, who made the world of Man’s birth and sheltered the first within his shell until the world grew green and light came to it.”  He studied the effect his answer had upon his chief, concern drawing lines upon his aged brow.  “Where heard you this tale?”
 
   He had to say something.  He had to try to explain.  He could not simply order them from his lodge.  Even a chief must bow to the gods, and who knew what insult the gods might take if both the now and future Morathi were abused by him?
 
   “She…swore an oath on hearing it never to harm a turtle.”  Tonka tried to spit, tried to laugh, and could do neither.  “She swore an oath as a child and now starves but will not harm a turtle!”
 
   Morathi came a pace forward, his ears high and interest evident.  “Indeed?”  He did not ask what ‘she’ Tonka spoke of.
 
   Young Shard looked from one to the other, her chief and then her teacher.  “Why are you so angry?” she ventured.  “What matter is it if she will or will not eat turtles?”
 
   “It matters!” Tonka roared.  His daughter scattered back from him; the old Morathi was still.  “It matters for the oath she swore!  Because if she can make such an oath, if she can keep it—”
 
   He could not finish.  Bile bit at him; he tried to kick it away and beat dust from the thatch and rafters as his hooves struck again and again and again.  Shard had never seen her father rage.  She broke and fled, and even seeing that was not enough to bring him back his control.  It was only one more heartbreak, one more wind to add to the storm that whipped at him.  Her storm.
 
   “I let fly to silence her,” he said and kicked again.  “I meant to strike her dead for such a lie!”
 
   “Why?” Morathi asked softly.
 
   “I need no reason!”  Tonka swiped the curtains open and thrust an open hand at the evils they concealed.  “This is the work of Man!  Let her say what she will of turtles and griffins and any other lie that pleases her, but this is truth!  She does lie, damn her!  She lies!”
 
   Morathi did not look at the relics of this clan’s time under the yoke of humans.  His eyes on his chief were still and deep as pools, and they saw all.  “And did you?” he asked.  “Did you strike her dead for her lies?”
 
   Tonka twisted, his empty hands fisting on the air as though they longed to have their spear back to throw again.  He said nothing.
 
   The silence built between them, a heavy and an ugly swelling that sent Tonka back first one step and then three.  Morathi’s calm and knowing gaze pursued him, pierced him.  He could hear, beyond the crushing stillness of this room and the pounding of his blood, the human’s voice, still see her hesitant smile…a welcoming smile, even for him.
 
   “Then why,” Morathi said, very quietly.  “Why did you throw at her?”
 
   The storm of uncertainty and shame and confusion came together into bolts of rage and he shouted, “To kill her!  Damn her!  I would rather she be dead than honest!”
 
   There.  Spoken.  The ugliness of the words consumed him and he staggered back under their weight, shivering.  They wormed into his mouth again, a broken echo born of horror: “I would rather she be dead…then honest.”  
 
   He covered his face and buckled, falling forward onto his knees and then was down, weeping.  Morathi’s aged hands came to rest on his shoulders, pulling him against his softened belly.  Tonka wept, a chieftain to none, but only a lost and baffled foal, struggling with shadows and with shame.
 
   “I believe her!” he cried, and that shattered in him as awfully as his hatred.  “Ah gods!  It is all true!”
 
   Morathi held him and said nothing.
 
   “It is all true,” Tonka whispered, and pressed his face to the smooth man-like skin of Morathi’s belly.  He shuddered.  “It is all true…and I have wronged her.”
 
   “What will you do?”
 
   “I…I must speak with our lord at once,” Tonka said wearily.  For if Antilles had been watching the human’s camp, he could not have helped but see Tonka’s flight.  He shook himself into a stand, every muscle aching with tension, and every hurt went deeper than flesh.
 
   “And if he chooses to slay her?”
 
   Tonka turned his face skyward, wishing for the coolness of rain to wash him magically clean of this nightmare.  “I cannot allow that,” he said, anguished.  “She is…innocent.”
 
   “Aye.”  Morathi stepped away, his voice low but hard as flint.  “And remember that.  Remember for all your life that you stand as chieftain of us, remember this spear that sunders your heart.  Remember that for eleven days and nights, you have been wrong in your judgment and an innocent suffered for it.”
 
   Tonka could not meet those clear, uncompromising eyes.  He nodded once, a stiff gesture that was nearly a bow, making an obedience not only to his Morathi, but to the gods he represented.
 
   “Now go.”  Morathi moved aside, his aged hand warm as it clapped Tonka’s shoulder in respect and friendship.
 
   Out past uncountable pairs of badly unsettled and questioning eyes, Tonka was forced to go slowly through his kin until he came to the borders of his kraal.  There, Ahm was waiting, a sentry of silent accusation.  Tonka moved past her without speaking, but then stopped, his hooves and his heart like lead.
 
   “There will be no further guards at the human’s camp,” he said.
 
   Ahm raised her chin, but that was all.
 
   And that would have to be enough.  Tonka forced himself forward into a heavy gallop, and then to a full run.  It was a punishment to his body, a spear to lance his lungs and needles for his aching legs, but it was a punishment he bore.  He would remember, he knew, all the days that remained to him.  He would remember the shy delight in her smile as she’d come to greet him.  The loneliness in her hungry words as she’d met him for chat.  And how he’d turned that look to terror with the thrust of his spear.
 
   Tonka ran, but the weight of his sin stayed saddled to him.  After eleven days of unending menace, she had still shown him welcome and he had made to strike her dead for it.  No.  He would never forget.
 
   The plains passed beneath him, every fleet step bringing him closer to the human’s camp and putting one more seed of dread into the burden he already carried.  He could not bear to look on her again so soon.  And he would not have to.
 
   The lord of the Valley had indeed been watching at the moment of Tonka’s retreat.  And he had surely come at once, for he was crossing the bridge already, making thunder of his own in a powerful run, harmonized by the singing of air that split on his axe-head.  
 
   He saw Tonka and stopped, but there was no patience in those eyes, no mercy.  There was only death.
 
   “You missed,” the lord said curtly.  “She crawled away as  you—”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Antilles shifted his axe from one hand to the other, visibly tensed with the desire to move on, to get his killing done with and end the threat that laired at the foot of his mountain.  “You meant to miss,” he said.
 
   “I think it more accurate to say, I could not make myself strike true.”  Tonka bent his head, fighting to slow his breath still further, to show a face of some dignity for this awful confrontation.  When he raised his eyes again, he was struck by the incomprehension that marked his lord’s burning gaze and it brought him lower yet.  “I was wrong to strike at her at all,” he said.
 
   Antilles looked in the direction of the human’s camp, though it was too distant to be visible from the bridge.  He swung his head back, frowning.  “Wrong,” he echoed.
 
   “I will not send watch over her again,” Tonka said.  
 
   “You will not.”  The lord’s voice was still quiet, still calm.  Still merciless.  “I gave you an order, chieftain.”
 
   “Your command was to observe until her intent was known.”  Tonka could no longer meet the piercing steel of the lord’s steady gaze, but he kept on speaking.  “This was done.  Her intent is to live in peace.”
 
   “Peace!” Antilles spat.  The axe in his hand raised and sharply struck a downwards arc, no doubt without his conscious thought.  “Are you enspelled or merely mad?  They do not come for peace, horseman!  They have never come for peace!”
 
   “This one is different.”  Tonka’s voice was strengthless at the admission; he could feel his heart wilting inside him.
 
   “Nay!” Antilles shouted.  “She is no different!  Have you forgotten the life she holds prisoner!”
 
   “I have seen that she protects it.”
 
   “Aye, she does!  And why should she not, for griffins are hard to come by in any world!  But she holds it, horseman, and there stands the full face of her whom you would declare comes to my Valley in peace!”
 
   “You are wrong.”
 
   Antilles rocked back as though physically struck, then came forward to shout, “T’was you who threw at her!”
 
   “And I was wrong.”
 
   Antilles raised his axe again and this time, threw it.  It screamed through the air and sank with a thuk into the meat of a tieneedle tree some hundred paces away.  “Wrong!” he bellowed.  “Now you would be wrong?  Think!  She is not Arcadian-born!  She camps alone and in all confidence!  She has a new-hatched griffin with her!  What more proofs do you require?  Nay, horseman!  I gave you this time for friendship’s sake, but now I am done!  I will not have her in my Valley!”
 
   “She welcomed me,” Tonka said bleakly.
 
   “Ha!”  Antilles drove his hand out to hammer his point into Tonka’s chest.  “There stands her deception!  An honest human would show aggression after eleven days of watch!  Her welcome is your spy, if you had but wit to see it!”
 
   Rage had made the roaring voice into an attack, but Tonka stood a silent target for it.  There was insult in the words, he supposed, but he could not feel offense.  Only grief, and grief alone, held the reins at Tonka’s heart.  “You are wrong,” he said again.
 
   Antilles took it as a blow for the second time, then set his jaw and stormed past to collect his axe from the tieneedle’s trunk.  “If I have been wrong in any matter, it lay in granting this reprieve,” he stated.  “Now I mean to end it.”
 
   “Nay, lord.”
 
   “Aye!  Lord!”  Antilles swung back, in full voice again.  “Thy lord and thee beholden!”
 
   “I will not serve a murderer of innocents.”
 
   Antilles stopped frozen.  He did not blink, did not even seem to breathe.
 
   Tonka lowered his head.  Weariness was in him, scouring as sand in his veins.  He felt like weeping.
 
   “What,” Antilles began, very quietly, and that was all he said for a long time.  Eventually, he moved his axe to its holding place on his back strap and took two uneven steps towards Tonka.  “What is it you say to me?”
 
   “The words were ugly enough on the first speaking,” Tonka answered, still without raising his eyes.  “Do not force me to repeat them.”
 
   It could not be silent.  There was life on every side of them—nyati in the far plains lowing to one another, fish leaping in the chattering river, birds calling in the trees and fletcher minks mimicking them as they hunted.  Over all, the wind blew endlessly while branches fiddled their bony fingers and grass gave up its dying breaths.  Somewhere to the east, the human surely made her imprints to this web of breath and struggle that was life.  So it could not be silent, but there was a quiet and it was more than could be heard with ears.
 
   “Speak to her,” Tonka said, the same command that had proved his own undoing.  “Look into her eyes yourself.  See that there is no lie in them.  And if you see suspicion,” he said, passing a hand over his eyes, “know that it was I who put it there.  But I was wrong to do so.”  He dragged his gaze up to meet with his lord’s.  “As you are wrong.”
 
   The distance between them pulled invisibly further.
 
   “All these years,” Antilles said hoarsely.
 
   “Would I cast them aside so lightly?”
 
   “That you could be ready to cast them aside at all—”
 
   “Should stand a testament to my conviction.”  Tonka went to his foreknees and then fully knelt.  He bent, his hands flat on the damp ground and his hair brushing over them.  “If my beliefs would mean anything to you, know that I believe her innocent.  Know that every hunter I have sent to watch over her believes her innocent.”
 
   “That has the sound of wizardry to my ears.”
 
   “Then hear it in her voice!” Tonka cried.  “I cannot convince you and it is not for me to convince you!  If you will have her dead, than stand as her judge yourself, but speak to her!  I tell you, she is innocent!”
 
   He heard a snort and then a sigh.  Antilles came to him, touched his bent head, and then lowered himself to sit beside Tonka.  He leaned his bent arm on his drawn-up knee and stared at the river.  Slowly, Tonka raised his head, but remained folded on the ground.  He watched his lord watch the world flow by them both.
 
   “If I see her now,” Antilles said finally, “I will kill her.  Knowing that, I will not see her this day.”
 
   Tonka looked away, staring over the plains in the direction of the human’s camp.  Beside him, Antilles raised his head and stared broodingly into his palm.  The great fist clenched, then opened and dropped once more.
 
   “But I will see her,” Antilles finished.  “And I will move her on.  Painlessly, if possible.”
 
   “Thank you, lord.”
 
   “Mm.”  Antilles turned his head and met Tonka’s eye with detached speculation.  He said, “What did she say to you?  What could a human possibly have to say to make you run as you did…and then to come back and face me?”
 
   Tonka heard a laugh tumble from his tired lips.  “My lord, she said she would not eat a turtle.”  He heaved himself up with a sigh and turned himself toward home.  He did not look to see how his words were met.  He didn’t need to.  He could feel the stare that fell on him and he felt it burning long after Antilles was lost from sight.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   26.  The Wizard
 
    
 
   The wizard heard a scratching at his door and went to let his cat in.  She moved past him, brushing her tail against his leg with a clumsy purr of greeting and took herself directly back to lie upon his bed.  The wizard remained in the open doorway, breathing the fresh air and watching the orange light of sunset through the trees.  
 
   A beautiful evening.  He did not dare to venture out and admire it fully, but he was tempted to all the same.  The fat, full moon of Last-Harvest was rising.  Stars would soon be fading into life.  All the world was stilling as the creatures of the Valley bedded down and the predators wakened to play.
 
   The wizard did not sleep at night.
 
   He removed himself to his hearth, but left the door open for now.  Just for a little while.  His wards would alert him to any foreign step with time enough to set the bar, and anyway, the cottage needed freshening.  He was expecting a visitor soon.
 
   And it had been such a long time, hadn’t it?  Twelve years at least since the last party of Men had blundered to find him, but that hardly counted since the wizard hadn’t summoned them.  He’d kept them, at least long enough to put certain of them to use, but he hadn’t really wanted them.  This one, now, this one he wanted.  After all the long years of passing time, he found himself looking forward to something again and it was a fine feeling.
 
   The clay was nearly ready.  The wizard gave it another stir, then made himself leave it be and went to his casting chamber.  The cat rolled away from him, grumbling, but the wizard simply eased around his circle and went to the other side of the bed.  He laid his hand over the cat’s head and touched the mind beneath, drawing thought and memory from her in little sips to savor.
 
   The girl’s camp lay well east, almost to the Tumbled Downs, and very close to the riverbank.  She had a little blue tent, Earth-made, very new.  She had quite a cunning little cookfire dug, stone-lined, with an iron cauldron to keep in it.  It was the one thing she seemed to be master of in the pitiful camp.  Her firewood was uncut and haphazardly stacked.  There were broken stones all about the mouth of her tent and there were no tools in sight.  There was a patch of bare dirt and a great lump of pulled grass beside it to indicate she was attempting a garden, but it was a sad attempt, if so.  All the grains had been removed from the grass stems.  She was eating them.
 
   The wizard lingered over this scene of crudely-hewn domesticity, smiling.  She was struggling, and struggle was always a good thing to see in one’s prey.  But there was a determination in the sorry little camp that could not be denied, indicative of a bold strength of will, and that wasn’t such a good thing.  The wizard could feel his excitement building anyway.  It was so much more satisfying to feel that killing snap as a mind was taken than to simply crush something soft from the start.
 
   With reluctance, the wizard moved on, ambling through the cat’s memories until he came to the thing he’d wanted most:  a vision of the girl herself.  She’d been coming back from the river with a fish in each hand, walking slowly, her head turned.  The cat had been crouched low and grass obscured much of her body from the hips down, but it was a clear enough glimpse to satisfy him.  The wizard halted the flood of thought to admire her.
 
   The humans who came most often to Arcadia were warriors; the women they brought, mere spoils of conquest, used for the breeding of new generations of warriors.  A son each year from first menses until death was the lot of the female’s life, and it left a telling mark on them.  Not this one.  No broad-hipped, worn and dim-eyed wench, this.  No brood cow of conqueror’s keeping or barren camp whore.  Her shape inside her Earth-cut clothes was slim and supple, delightfully voluptuous and fresh.  Her face was fine-boned, nobly-cut, and clean of disease or scarring.  Clean even of the lines of rough use and worry, for all that her little camp was so bare.
 
   She was new-come to this hard life, oh yes.  Her skin was pale and fresh as her face, lightly-kissed with freckles across her cheeks and over one round shoulder where her shirt had coyly slipped, but it had not time enough to toughen or chap.  Her hands would be soft as silk still.  Her hair was the only thing that showed the roughened conditions of her new life.  It was long and tumbled free to her full hips, and was as red as live embers with the sun caught behind her like this, but it needed washing and brushing.  After that was done, though, it would make a silken glove to sink his hands into.
 
   A true beauty, this girl.  And from Earth, so full-human.  The gods of that world were long slipped away and no other races remained to share that dying soil.  Only Man…but life had proved kind enough there to produce such fruits as this, and it was a sweet-seeming one indeed.
 
   The wizard eased his grip on the cat’s mind and let the girl walk on with her fish.  The reason for her stately speed came pouncing up behind her—the griffin.  He could not make the species, save that it was not griffawn, but that was no matter.  He would have a closer look presently and regardless of the breed, the benefits were all the same.  It was terribly young, which was at once intriguing to his curiosity and a damned nuisance.  He had assumed the thing to be full-grown, the girl’s companion, not a foundling pet.  And yet, there were possibilities there as well.
 
   His clay must surely be done and the cat had nothing vital to show him.  He released her mind, gave her a pat, and returned to his hearth.
 
   The clay was indeed ready, white as milk and torpidly bubbling.  The wizard pulled it from the slow coals and dipped it out onto the flat stones of his hearth to cool.  He stayed close and watchful, but his mind wandered.
 
   How best to go about this?  She was pretty enough.  He’d approach with the idea of securing a long prize.  She was no small distance, however, so he’d need at least one drawing stone and perhaps two.
 
   The wizard reached into the warm puddle of clay and began to pull up lumps for shaping.  He rolled one in his hands, speaking Words of power, infusing the substance with drawing magic, and giving it what direction he could—female, human, Earth-born.  He could trust nothing else, not even the color of her hair, but those three should surely be enough to suit his purposes.  His sigil appeared, sinking down into the soft clay in lines of charred black as it took the wizard’s spell.  He set it aside to finish cooling and picked up another, this one small, merely a pinch between his fingers.  One for the girl to carry.  One for her to touch.  He spoke Words of anchoring to this clay, knowing that when it had touched her skin, the distance between them would drop away.  The wizard would always be able to feel her then.
 
   The wizard shaped his clay, all his concentration aligned to this purpose, but he was relaxed and even happy as he worked.  He was old, as pure humans reckoned such things, though he did not look it, and he’d had entire lifetimes to practice his arts.  The plot to take another’s mind and enthrall it for his own was a daunting one for many mages, but not for him.  But then, his blood was not pure, and his power was greater for it.  
 
   The wizard had been sired of human stock—wizarding stock, even, from Avalon itself—but the womb that had carried him to first breath was human only in appearance, and that only when she wished to be.  She was Mab, the Great Deceiver, witch-queen of Chaos, seductress, goddess of dreams and delusions.  Mab, his mother, and she had, for whatever passing whim, birthed him and let him live.
 
   He was mule, of course, and he had suffered for it under the ridicule of his father’s folk, but not for long.  Mab’s blood warmed his veins.  Mab’s spells were sung to him in her arms as she gave suck.  From her lips had come the name that no other lips had spoken and which time itself now held forgotten.  Even he did not know it, and so was secure as no other mage in all of the Remembered Realms could ever be.  He was more wizard at the age of six than any full-blood human who dared to teach him.  His dead seed held more power for that it came of him over any who could produce a bastard of their own.  So he was mule, what of it?  He needed no fathered get to ensure his bloodline.  He would live a thousand years and be his own legacy.  And when he was master of every magic, he would return to the world that had borne him and rule it, ha, with a grip of iron.
 
   But for now, there was peace.  Little competition ever came to Arcadia in the form of wizards, and those that did were swiftly dealt with.  He had years to pass in the shelter of his cottage, with nothing to disturb his sorcerous meditations but for the occasional diversion of squabbling warlords, rebellious natives, or girls like this one.
 
   This one…and her griffin.
 
   The wizard left one cake of sorcerer’s clay to dry for crumbling and settled the sigils he had made in an orderly row.  They could be placed tonight, in the small hours before dawn.  The girl would be sleeping then, no doubt.  It was dark enough, the wizard saw as he glanced out his open door, so perhaps she was sleeping even now.
 
   The thought produced a pleasant jump in him.  He rose from his hearth and returned to his casting room, closing and barring the door as he passed it.  He chased the cat from his bed and shut her out, then stripped off his robe and began to make his way to the center of his circle.
 
   He lit a candle from the bowl of dragon’s heart-blood (after two hundred years, it had begun to cool; in another fifty, perhaps it would no longer be hot enough to light a tallow wick) and seated himself before its flame.  He gazed into the white flicker of its fire, relaxing his body even as his mind strengthened.  When he could hear the squalling of the innocent whose fat had been rendered for the candle, the wizard untethered of his physical self and went looking for the girl.
 
   He slipped through the walls and past his cat (like all cats, she could see him.  Like most cats, she did not appear to care) and out into the young night.  Invisible, he flew at wind’s speed through his woods and over the plains, following the river east.  The tethering pulse of his heart faded with distance.  He let it fall behind him.  He was vulnerable, yes, but there was no danger to his body while it was safely shut in his cottage, and no Farasai witch-nag would dare to challenge him, even if one were to notice his passage here.  His only danger would come from sileni, and he knew none would be so near to the human’s camp. 
 
   Ah, there she was.  Her fire had been banked, but he could see the glow of her sleeping mind through the walls of her thin tent.  The wizard circled once, for caution’s sake, but the astral night was still as the material one.  He pushed through into her denning place, meeting with no resistance, not even a child’s rune of ill-banishment.
 
   She was nothing but a tuft of hair at one end of a lumpy bundle of bed.  Her mind was a fire swirling, sleeping, delicate and vulnerable.  The griffin was a second glow at her hip, pale green and alien.  The wizard dipped his hand down into that green etherlight, touching dreams of color without shape, sound without substance.  The griffin’s mind held the dream-feel of the girl’s soft breast against his small body, the dream-sound of her steady heart and her singing.  Whether beast-dreams or baby-dreams, it was too soon to know, so the wizard withdrew.
 
   He floated up and touched the girl, sinking his hands into head and heart both, transported instantly to the world she had invented for herself.  His feet found the ground as gravity was reasserted.  He clothed himself with an idle thought, examining his surroundings.  Earth, of course.  A city of Men.  A great stone building with black glass windows, carved of a single piece of rock.  No, poured.  Concrete, they called it.  He remembered now.
 
   There were people moving back and forth on the stair that led to the building’s entry, and the wizard adjusted his robe to match their attire.  His prey was standing on the stair.  She hadn’t noticed him yet.
 
   The wizard approached her, keeping at her back.  She was dreaming of paper dragons, all in flight over the stone stairs.  The fluttering of their thin wings, the flash of their colors in the sun.  Like true draconids, they flocked and looped and sung and spun in the air.  He admired them with her for a time, enjoying himself, content to let her control the scene they shared.
 
   She turned around, started to move off, and then paused and looked back at him with a puzzled frown.  Her subconscious mind had recognized he was not part of this dream, but she would not understand that.  She would know only that there was something about him…something strange and special.
 
   “Do I know you?” she asked.
 
   “Would you like to?”
 
   She smiled uncertainly.  Such a charming girl.
 
   The wizard stepped closer and touched her soft cheek, tracing his thumb from one freckle to another.  “Fairy kisses, they used to call these,” he said.
 
   “They still do.”
 
   The wizard moved his hand to her hair, now clean and brushed and neatly braided.  So beautiful.  It had been such a long time since he had seen something so beautiful.  He teased out a strand from the thick rope she had made and rubbed it between his fingers.  
 
   And she believed she was dreaming, and so simply stood and let it happen, still with that uncertain little smile.  He wondered just how amenable she would be, with a little encouragement.
 
   “I’m half-fairy,” he said, and leaned over to press his lips to her cheek.
 
   She didn’t pull away.  He could sense, distantly, her bewildered thoughts trying to determine where this dream of him had come from.  The name John kept sounding.  He explored that, tickling out impressions of place and person, then slipped his hand down to take hers.  “Let’s go,” he said, falling easily into the off-hand patois of American-English.
 
   She came with him, and as they walked, he gently folded the dream around them so they could appear painlessly in a room he pulled from her memories of John.  He thought it was a squalid place really, filled with the technologies of Earth that had replaced magic and learning in this world.  But she was at ease here, serene even when he drew her into his embrace.
 
   Would she be as fine a thing to hold when he had her in the flesh?  Would she be this warm, this soft and rounded?  So often it was that people dreamed a better self than they were in fact.  He kissed her again, and she was no stranger to it.  Her arms twined around his neck, holding him firmly to her as their lips tasted at one another.  It had been a long time since his last kiss; to come home to one so well-executed was a soothing thing.
 
   But when he ventured a hand beneath her clothes to brush at her full, firm breast, he met with surprising hesitance.  She stepped away, her eyes dancing but unsure, and said, “We shouldn’t.”
 
   “Should we not?” the wizard asked, so astounded that he forgot the way of her speech.  
 
   “I…It isn’t you.”  She unlocked her arms from him.
 
   “Yes,” he said, pursuing her.  “I am John.”
 
   She was shaking her head, but the annoyance that swelled up in him evaporated entirely when she said, “John, it isn’t you I’m waiting for.”
 
   Waiting?  No.  No, there was not even a chance.  He would not torture himself with the thought.  This was a dream and dreamselves were often different from the flesh.  No fruit this ripe could possibly age so far untasted.
 
   “I’m not waiting for you,” she said again, trying to back still further away.
 
   “And I’m not waiting at all,” the wizard said, pulling her back into his arms.  “I am well done with waiting.”  He kissed her and she resisted this time, but only with her hands, not with her mind.  She did not try to waken.  Which meant a part of her was not surprised by this reaction out of ‘John’.  And that was liberating.
 
   The wizard moved beneath her shirt again.  She fought him, crying words to stop him with exciting sincerity.  The wizard pushed her to a wall and held her pinned so that he could see her face as he pinched at her delicate flesh.  There was fear in her eyes.  More than that, there was heartbreak.
 
   When the wizard tried to reach down between her legs, she came alive again, begging this John to stop.  He did, but only because her clothes so confounded him.  He had to pull away, (one arm pressed over her throat to hold her in place) so that he could see how to get them off her.  He found the metal tab that opened her breeches, and once opened, they pushed easily down.  Still more clothes!  He tore the thin covering away to bare her woman’s sex.
 
   She screamed as he stabbed a finger inside her, but it held a plaintive note.  It was misery, yes, but confusion as well.  Wonderingly, the wizard used his free hand to stroke her hair back from the contorting face and then he kissed her deeply, pulling her breath inside him to taste her experience.
 
   Her despair burst through him.  He pushed it back and focused instead on what she felt with this dream flesh.  He thrust his finger at her, forcing reaction, and to his astonishment, gleaned only the palest awareness from her own mind.
 
   No.  No, it couldn’t be.
 
   The wizard hurriedly dissolved himself of his own clothing.  He was already erect, sickly throbbing with expectation.  He let her see his member standing eagerly before him and he laughed as he heard her woeful scream.  Now she kicked at him, but he turned the act against her, catching her flailing leg and wrapping it around his hip.  Her voice shattered on the air as he pushed inside her.
 
   His mouth crushed down on hers, stripping breath from her and shredding it as he felt for her impressions.  Her body, so tight as it gripped his shaft, was distracting even though he did not move.  It was an effort to maintain the necessary calm to harvest her perceptions, but once he had—
 
   By hell, she could scarcely sense him at all.
 
   She couldn’t feel him in her because she didn’t know what it felt like to hold a man in her vessel.  She didn’t know because she was virgin.
 
   The wizard held his kiss, suckling at this astounding turn of events, as he began to thrust at her.  He drove her hard, hard enough to bruise if this were her true flesh, but she continued to be aware of only the faintest sensation.  She was aware of the force, of invasion.  She was aware, in short, of the concept of rape, but not of the act of sex.
 
   This girl, this girl alone in her tent with the stink of Earth still on her, this girl was a virgin.  Impossibly, miraculously, blessedly virgin.
 
   The wizard’s amazement burst out of him as triumphant delight, and he spent his dreaming seed inside her.  He stepped away, laughing, and she slid down the wall to huddle sobbing on the floor.
 
   Now she was waking, the nightmare done for her, and the wizard left her, soaring rapidly back and away as she tossed in her rough bed.  He had much to do.  So much to do.
 
   The tether of his body came to him as he flew across the Valley and he let it pull him faster.  He shot past his startled cat and struck into his flesh with a jolt.  His first suck of air came raggedly back as laughter. He looked down at the gleam of semen over his loins, imagining the smear of blood that would shine there soon enough.
 
   A virgin.
 
   The wizard sprang to his feet, making his way hurriedly out of his circle, already bellowing for his cat.  He wanted his sigils set.  Now.  Without delay.  
 
   A virgin!
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   27.  Good Irish Potatoes
 
    
 
   Taryn knapped what she considered a prize-winning hoe and tied it onto a mostly-straight branch as she finished feeding Aisling his breakfast.  She put him down where she could keep an eye on him, gave him her backpack to pounce on, and went to work in her garden.  Today was the day.  It had to be the day.  She’d finally gotten enough grass pulled to open up a pretty good square of earth, even if it was still choked in by roots, and her hands had finally healed up enough that she could stand to hold something in them for any length of time.  They ached, though.  Even clenching an empty fist made her palms throb sickly.  Hopefully, now that the skin had healed over, she’d finally build up those calluses she’d heard so much about.
 
   The woven cord she’d been so pleased about making snapped on the first blow of her hoe to the grass-root infested soil.  Grumbling, Taryn tied it up again with new cord and tried again.  It broke again.  She double-tied it.  It broke on the second blow.  She threw her cordage, all of it, into the tall grass with a particularly blue streak of constructive criticism (not entirely immune to the way Aisling sat up and gaped at her), and then pulled out her shoelace and used that to tie her stupid rock to her stupid stick.  That worked for five whacks and then the stick broke.
 
   Taryn had a choice.  She could swear a lot and throw things, or she could think Buddha-thoughts, let it go, and get back to work.  Potatoes.  That was the thing to think about.  Potatoes in the ground before the frost.  Potatoes to keep the bony bird of starvation from pecking out her liver in the coming year.  Good Irish potatoes.
 
   She got down on her knees with the knapped rock in her fist and started whaling away.  She hacked at the ground with her crude tool, her hand a black blister of pain where it had to clench on the solid stone, and tugged clots of roots up with the other, bashing them against the earth to knock as much good soil free as possible.  It was painfully slow going.  God, she wasn’t going to get anything else done today at all.  No water boiled.  No wood gathered.
 
   She couldn’t let herself be swayed by that.  She could go a whole day without water.  She’d done it all the time back at home.  It wasn’t good for her, but she could do it.  And she had a little firewood still.  Not enough to get her through the night in comfort, but heck, she didn’t have anything to cook on it anyway.  She had two pieces of jerky left in her backpack.  That would satisfy Aisling (maybe), and as for her…well, she could chew on some raw grain if she wanted to, but it wouldn’t kill her to skip lunch and dinner.  The potatoes were the important thing.  Time was running out.  She could smell winter in the air.
 
   It wasn’t long before Aisling got bored stalking her backpack straps.  He tried to entice her into playing, but after being pushed gently away fifty or sixty times, he finally seemed to get the message that mommy was working.  He grumped over to the side of the tent and lay down between it and her pack, his tail lashing at first, then twitching, and finally drooping.  He slept, stretched out golden in the sunlight.
 
   Taryn hit her own personal wall with only half the garden de-rooted.  She leaned back on her knees, gasping air like hot rocks and holding her sides.  No wonder Paleolithic Man ate so many mammoths.  Agriculture was hard work.
 
   She couldn’t stop or she’d never start again.  This was just what she got for frittering away so much time making baskets.
 
   She made herself carry armloads of roots over to the compost heap and then bring chopped and mulched fish-heads back.  She dropped to her knees again, dumping her smelly fertilizer unceremoniously into the middle of her meager scratch of land, and then picked up her rock again.  Her hand flared alarmingly.  She paused and looked at it, but no, it hadn’t broken open again.  It was just bruised or something.  She’d live.  She got a grip on it, braced herself and her already-aching shoulders, and attacked the ground, mixing in fish-heads and ashes with arms that shrieked and a back that felt like a busted spring.
 
   ‘Look on the bright side,’ she told herself.  ‘You’re keeping warm.’
 
   That wasn’t wholly true, however.  Sweat poured down her face, plastering her hair and making her clothes clammy, but exertion could only heat so much.  Her legs on the autumn ground were still numb with cold and damp with morning’s dew.  Her feet were blocks of ice.
 
   ‘It’ll be worth it when you grow all those yummy potatoes next year.’
 
   “You know what, brain?” she panted crossly.  “Shut up.  I don’t really like potatoes.”
 
   Aisling chirped sleepily and tucked his head under a wing that still had no real feathers.  Taryn looked at him, her body bobbing madly as she hacked at the soil, and made herself keep going.  No one liked potatoes, but they’d by-God keep the life in her body next year.  She couldn’t keep living day to day like this.  She had to start thinking about the future.
 
   ‘Speaking about the future, what are you going to do about this impending winter?’
 
   “Shut up, brain, seriously.  I’m not telling you again.”
 
   But the seed of fear was good and planted.  What was she going to do about winter?  She could fill up every bark basket she’d made with grain.  Heck, she could make a dozen others and fill them up too, and that would last maybe a month if she wasn’t greedy, and it still would end with her horribly malnourished.  The fish would be gone by then, she was pretty sure, and maybe the pheasants.  She hadn’t seen any migrate yet, but she couldn’t count on them.  Those little rodent things would almost certainly hibernate.  What did that leave?  Grass ponies?  The plains cattle?  She could almost imagine taking out one of the cute little carnivorous horses with her slingshot, but one of the big bulls?  Not a chance.  They traveled the plains in herds that stretched, literally, as far as the eye could see, and they were each one of them bigger than a buffalo.  What’s more, what would she do with the extra meat a bull brought her?  Besides draw predators, that is.  Her survival handbook sternly informed her that snow could only be counted on to keep meat at thirty degrees, which meant it could and would spoil if she just let it lie outside.  She couldn’t salt it.  She could try smoking it, but if she screwed up (as was damned likely), she wouldn’t know it until after she’d given herself food poisoning and then died of diarrhea.  Sweet God and all the pretty fishes, she could actually die on this horrible planet of diarrhea.  How was she going to live through the winter?
 
   Never mind.  Work.  Plant the potatoes.  That was the first step.  She’d figure out where to go from there after it got done.
 
   At last, the soil was clear and malleable, black as tar and crumbling in her hands.  She couldn’t even smell the fish when she brought some to her nose.  Time to make her rows.  She wanted badly to stop, if only for an hour or two, but there was a deep ache in her body that warned her if she stopped, she’d never start again.  She had no idea how much she was going to hurt tomorrow, but she knew it was going to be enough to prevent her from gardening again in the near future.  This had to be the day, all right.  The point of no return was already behind her.
 
   Taryn crawled, inch by inch on her hands and knees, patting the soil into raised humps just like the ones she remembered in her grandmother’s garden, back before she’d gone to live at the Home.  She made hollows to nestle her seed potatoes, and then rose, stooped almost double, and hobbled over to get them.
 
   Aisling opened an eye as she went by, but didn’t follow.  When she came back with a shirt-front full of green spuds, he didn’t stir at all.
 
   Getting back on the ground and bending over to plant made her feel like her spine was melting.  It wasn’t even necessarily an all-bad feeling, which she instinctively knew was seriously bad news.  She crawled through the garden, arms shaking when she had to brace her weight, and got her damned potatoes in the ground.
 
   ‘There,’ she thought, panting with choking force as she collapsed on her side next to Aisling.  ‘All done.’
 
   ‘Now water,’ her brain piped up.
 
   “Oh, the hell you say!” she cried shrilly, tears sparking.  She couldn’t make even one trip to and from the river with a feather in her hands, much less her cast-iron cauldron full of water.
 
   Her brain was implacable.  Potatoes didn’t need much water, but they had to have some to get started on.  She knew she’d never be able to do it tomorrow, maybe not even the day after.  It was today or nothing, and if it was going to be nothing, then she might as well have thrown her potatoes out into the tall grass along with her worthless grass cord.
 
   Taryn got up with a sob of effort, physically unable to stand up straight.  She collected the heavy pot from the fire pit (holding its handles in the creases of her knuckles, and even that sent a bruisy pang through her hands that had her wincing) and shuffled down to the river.
 
   Coming back was hell.  She had to stop and rest every few paces to put her load down and try to stretch out her back.  Her sweat had turned to mud somewhere along the way; now it felt frozen and gritty.  She’d have to take a bath when this was done.  That meant another trip to the river and back, a fire (which might mean firewood), the cleaning itself, the cleaning of her filthy clothes, and still no dinner to help her sleep through the cold night.  She didn’t dare consider bathing in the river itself.  She was exhausted right to the edge of a good, old-fashioned stupor, but she was still lucid enough to know a dip in those waters was risking hypothermia and the current was easily strong enough to pull her under if she were even a few steps out from the bank.
 
   But making herself portion out the water, as opposed to just dumping it, took the last of her reserves.  She upturned the cauldron and sat on it, every bone turned to Jello.  The first time she tried to stand up again, her stomach turned over and she leaned blindly over and retched dryly, her vision unfurling white for several seconds.
 
   ‘Okay,’ she thought dizzily.  ‘Okay, I’m done.’
 
   Except she wasn’t.  She needed one more pot-full of water for the rest of the potatoes, and she needed to clean up afterwards.  She could not lie down like this.
 
   ‘I’m going to die.’
 
   The thought held no emotion whatsoever.  It was a remote and analytical statement of fact.
 
   She looked at Aisling, sleeping soundly beside her backpack.  She got up.
 
   “You’re almost done,” she told herself, laboring to lift the cauldron.  “Just take it slow.  You can do this.  Almost done.”
 
   Her baskets were empty, but a fish swam into her cauldron as she pulled water.  She caught it and threw it out without even thinking and then stood and wailed with stupid dismay as she realized she’d just tossed out a perfectly good dinner, the only one she was going to have the time or energy to get for herself.  
 
   No use crying over thrown-out fish, but she did anyway.  Three or four fat tears at least, squeezing their way out of her eyes as she tried to blink them back, hating herself for the uselessness of crying at all.  And once she’d knuckled her emotions under control and turned around, the sight of all that distance between here and her damned potatoes made her feel like crying all over again.
 
   This time, she had to stop after every single step to rest.  She’d measured two hundred paces out from the river to her campsite when she’d set up.  She counted two hundred and fifty-eight getting back.  She got the dry heaves twice, but somehow she made it back to the garden without falling down.  She scooped out handfuls of water because she couldn’t trust herself to pour, and finally, finally, she was done.
 
   ‘Get cleaned up.’
 
   “Get bent.”  She fell down in the grass, her hands, knees, and throat caked with earth.  Everything hurt.  Her hair hurt.  Aisling came over and crawled onto her chest and his little weight was like lead on her aching lungs.  She managed to pet him anyway.  At least a little.  She could probably work herself up to the necessary task of washing herself up, but she couldn’t even imagine having to bathe him today.  Still, for the moment, she could rest.
 
   For a while, she thought the approaching footsteps was her heart pounding stuffily in her head.  But the footsteps got louder and her heart began to slow and even out as she relaxed.  Her guard coming back, she guessed.  She’d known it was too good to last.  But although it did sound like hooves coming…it didn’t really sound like the right hooves.
 
   Taryn forced her eyes open.  At first, she saw only a black blur with the sun behind it.  Then she sat up, struggling onto her elbows, and the intruder took shape.
 
   It was a shape she knew at once, even though she’d never seen it except in bad illustrations.  His chest was broad and powerful, with a thin coat of cocoa-brown fur smoothing the outline of his muscles into slabs of raw strength.  His arms bulged comic-book style, his forearms rippling as he clenched and unclenched his massive hands on the haft of an equally-massive axe.  His torso narrowed into naked loins; the brazen fact of his maleness was stamped from a human mold rather than beast, the only part of him below the waist that was.  His legs were beast’s legs that led down to great, spreading, split hooves that were capped with sharpened, brass crescents.  His neck was thick.  It had to be, to support the bull’s head that grew there.  His horns curved impressively wide and forward, made into lethal daggers with brass points.
 
   Taryn found herself thinking very calmly of the Standing Stones where she had spent her first night.  In specific, of the hoof print and the horns that had so attracted her.  It hadn’t meant game at all, though, had it?  It meant minotaur.  Minotaur.
 
   The bull’s mouth parted, issuing a voice as deep and cold and the mountain’s heart:  “I want you gone from my valley.”
 
   She stared at him and, stunned, heard herself say, “No.”
 
   The minotaur lowered his horns.  It was an impressively intimidating gesture, in spite of the fact that he’d have to be standing on his head to gore her as she lay strengthless on the ground.  His eyes, oddly human and shockingly grey, narrowed to steely slits.  “This is a grace I am giving you, human,” he told her darkly.  “Get you gone and leave with your life.”
 
   “No!” she said again, and climbed to her feet in a haze of pain.  She advanced on him, her empty, filthy hands clenched to fists.  “No, dammit, I’m not going anywhere and no minotaur is going to make me!  I just planted my potatoes!  I’m home!”
 
   “Nay, human,” he said, and came one step to meet her, just one.  “You are in my home, and you are not welcome.  Remove yourself.”
 
   “Buster, the time to move me on has come and damned well gone,” she shot back, and never mind that he stood over her by three full feet, she got right up in his bovine face and thumped her dirty finger into the center of his muscular chest as he glared at her.  “You better listen up, because I’m only saying this once, pal.  I have put up with all I’m going to from you and your furry friends.  I know I’m not doing a thing wrong, so you just better back off!”
 
   “You are over-arrogant,” he told her.  A tap to her chest with the blunt side of his axe sent her back with all the force of a bolt of lightning.  She landed with a thump on her butt and he raised one cloven hoof and brought it down with a ground-shaking whump next to her head, towering over her like God Himself.  “And I am in no mood to encourage you.  Leave this valley.”
 
   “No!” she shouted.
 
   A snarling peep heralded Aisling’s entry into the conversation.  The griffin launched himself at the minotaur and Taryn snatched him up and pulled him fast against her chest.  The weight and reality of him struggling in her arms was ice water on her rising temper.  She stared up at the intruder, seeing now the axe and not the minotaur.
 
   He stepped back with a deliberate slowness that, despite his alien anatomy, easily translated a vast and molten anger.  His eyes narrowed again as he considered her and the griffin she was fighting to hold back from him.  “Where came you by that?” he asked, menace blackening every word.
 
   Fear got a grip on her heart and squeezed it small.  “You leave him alone,” she said, her arms tightening protectively.
 
   “Answer me, human.”  His voice was rising steadily, almost thrumming with the force of his rage.  “Where came you by that beast?”
 
   “He’s mine!”
 
   He snorted, steam jetting from his flared nostrils.  “So,” he said, the word almost a purr.  A more murderous and malevolent word Taryn could not even begin to imagine.  “And now I am done with niceties.  Now I tell you plainly.  Remove yourself from this valley, this day, this hour—”  He raised his axe, the well-used haft creaking in his grip.  “—or I shall remove you from all this world and every other.”
 
   The fight had left her when Aisling entered her arms.  All she could do was stare at him, blinking at furious tears, and try to stand up.  This hour?  It would take an hour to pack.  She’d have to leave her baskets.  She’d have to leave her grain.  She’d have to leave her damned potatoes.  And, God, she’d have to take her cauldron. 
 
   Taryn dropped her eyes from the cold gaze of the minotaur’s.  She turned away.
 
   “And you will leave your stolen trophy,” he said tightly.  “Not one day more shall you enjoy the theft of him.”
 
   Her hands shook as they dug into Aisling’s soft fur.  “I’m not leaving without him,” she said. 
 
   “Aye, you will,” he warned her.  “Whole or in pieces, but you will leave.”
 
   “He’s just a baby!  He’ll die without me!”  Exhausted or not, beaten or not, she found she had a little fight left in her after all.  She swung back on him, hugging Aisling fiercely close.  “He’s not a trophy and I didn’t steal him!  I found him, I saved him, and I left everything I had to do right by him and you don’t scare me, buster!” she finished, her voice rising shrill.  “You can kill me, but you can’t scare me, so if that’s what this is all about, then maybe you’d just better go ahead and kill me and save us both a lot of wasted time!”
 
   “You think that I will not?”  The minotaur’s eyes blazed once and he pulled the axe back and swung.
 
   It split the air with a shriek like a living thing.  Taryn saw it coming, hooded Aisling’s eyes and shut her own, sucking in a breath she knew would be her last.
 
   Steel like a ribbon touched her throat.  Just touched, as light as a kiss.
 
   Nothing then.  His vision gone, Aisling’s ferocious struggles finally waned.  He drooped and slept, chirring peacefully against her chest.  Taryn’s heart could not keep its racing pace forever and began to slow.  Her arms began to shake under the weight of the griffin.  The blade at her neck did not move.
 
   “If you’re w-waiting for me to b-beg, I w-won’t.”
 
   He uttered a low rumble that was at once menacing and oddly thoughtful, and then said, “Perhaps I am only waiting for you to open your eyes and see death coming.”
 
   She opened them.
 
   His head rocked back.  He stared at her.  
 
   All the left side of her vision was a gleaming blur of steel, too close to look at, too awful to even try.  His face was beyond, unreadable.  He did not speak.
 
   “I’m still n-not begging,” she whispered.
 
   He snorted again, his horns lowering.  “More fool you,” he said, his words cut rough.  “For I may yet be swayed by beggars.”
 
   “No, you wouldn’t,” she said.  “You’d let a helpless baby die.”
 
   His eyes flashed.  “T’was you killed him!” he bellowed, waking Aisling into screeches.  “You, like all your grasping kind that takes and makes trinkets of life!”
 
   “I saved him!”
 
   “You stole him!”
 
   “No!  I!  Didn’t!”
 
   His chest heaved, his breath coming in bursts of steam, but the hand that held the axe blade at her neck never shook.  “Did you slay the cob and crown that guarded him?” he demanded.  “Answer me, human!  Admit your evil!  Show the pride of work that has ever been your hallmark!”
 
   “I didn’t slay anybody!  I found his egg in a pile of wet, muddy leaves in the middle of the woods in a caved-in den.  There wasn’t any…cob or crown!  There was just the egg and it was cold and it was raining!  I took care of it for fifteen years!  I hatched it!”
 
   He drew back, but his axe held its place at her neck.  “You lie!” he snarled.
 
   Taryn’s blood went from hot to cold in a single instant.  “Mister, I will slap your face if you say that again,” she said flatly.
 
   He blinked.  Slowly, his arm lowered, taking the weapon with it.  He was still breathing hard, but that killing light had faded from his icy eyes.  “You are over-arrogant,” he said again, as if to himself.  “But no coward.”
 
   “Who’s arrogant?” she shot back.  “I haven’t called you a liar!”  Adrenaline flooded in to fill the place previously occupied by fear.  Aisling was struggling again and her arms were shaking harder and harder with the effort to hold him.  “I haven’t sent people into your house every damn day to stare at everything you do while you try to work and find food and eat and…and use the damn bushes!”
 
   His nostrils flared and he backed up a step.  She advanced on him, now in full Irish fury.
 
   “Maybe if you weren’t so damn busy trying to scare me all the time, you’d realize that what I’m trying to do is hard enough without you and your little henchmen pushing me around!  Aren’t I miserable enough to make you happy?  Don’t I look cold enough?  Don’t I look hungry and hurt and lonely and—”  Her voice cracked and she stamped her foot as though trying to kick-start her words again.  “I’m not doing anything to any of you, so just go away already!  Leave me the fuck alone!”
 
   “Fuck!” shouted Aisling.
 
   Just like that, the violent storm that had seized her vanished.  Cold took her from the crown down, just as though her anger had taken on a tangible heat and then poured itself out onto the ground.  Taryn stared, horror-struck and unseeing, into the minotaur’s expressionless face.  Slowly, her eyes went to the struggling griffin in her arms.
 
   “Fuck!” he squawked again, and snapped his beak at the minotaur threateningly.
 
   Taryn burst into tears.  She didn’t even care what the minotaur thought of her anymore.  She didn’t care if he killed her.  She couldn’t be any more wretched than this.  His first word and she’d ruined it.  “You get out of here!” she wept, turning around.  “You get out of my camp!  You’ve got the whole damn valley!  Leave me alone!”
 
   “Fuck!”  It was her own voice, rendered small and strangely hoarse, but recognizably her own.  Her little prince.  This was what she’d given him for speech.
 
   “Don’t say that, baby,” she said helplessly.  “It’s an ugly word.”
 
   “Fuck?”  Aisling gave her a goggle-eyed look, and she sobbed even harder.  He started preening her hair anxiously, murmuring his four-letter word over and over in a consoling tone.
 
   Taryn staggered through her open tent flaps and dropped onto her sleeping bag.  She didn’t care about how dirty she was anymore.  What was the point?  Her bed already smelled like pee and the native Arcadians were just going to keep finding reasons to kill her.  She didn’t hear the minotaur leave, but her weeping would have been a cover for a whole army to pass through unheard.  At any rate, he was gone the next time she looked outside.
 
   “Big jerk,” she said shakily, scanning the plains from the security of her tent.
 
   “Jerk,” Aisling agreed, mimicking her miserable quaver exactly.
 
   “That’s better,” she sniffled, and collapsed onto her bed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   28.  The Lord of the Valley
 
    
 
   Tonka, through some prescient ability Antilles never would have attributed to the chieftain, was waiting for him on the bridge.  The lord’s first instinct was to walk by without speaking.  His thoughts, his very soul, would not lie still.  He needed time to reflect, time to recall and re-examine.
 
   There had been something so sincere in her, even in her anger.  Something exhausted past deception, something that stood tall and true in the face of a great fear.  Not of him.  Never of him, despite the unmistakable signs that his kind was foreign to her every sense.
 
   Antilles, lord of the Valley of Hoof and Horn, came to the center of the bridge where his long-time friend stood silent.  He turned aside and walked to the edge of the stone cobbles to watch the water flow by beneath him.  He could see ribbons of his reflection.  The eyes that gazed up at him were hooded and heartless.
 
   “Recall your guards,” Antilles said abruptly.  He did not take his eyes from the river.  “She means no harm.”
 
   He wanted to spit as soon as it was said.  Grumbling, he turned aside and continued to make his way home.
 
   Tonka fell into step beside him.  The companionship was abrasive for the first minute and soothing thereafter.  Tonka had suffered through this same confusion.  He understood all that Antilles could possibly say.
 
   “She seemed so honest,” he muttered.
 
   “Aye,” the horseman said, and rubbed at his brow.
 
   “I have been deceived before.”  Antilles raised his head to glare at the mountains that rose before him.  “I mistrust that I believe this human.”
 
   “Aye,” Tonka agreed, just as grimly.  “But I do believe her also, lord.  And it eats at me.  I cannot reconcile the truth of my eyes with that of my experience.  I had to come to the realization that I would rather she come at me as an enemy than endure the uncertainty that she is not, and when I did, gods forgive me, I sought to kill her for it.”
 
   Bluntly put.  It was the freedom of one who knew the burden of proof was not his.  Antilles luxuriated a moment in piercing envy.
 
   Tonka gave him that moment, his own attention diverted toward the east and the human’s unseen camp, but the horseman’s brooding stare ended with a sigh.  “And I believe that would be a murder,” he finished.
 
   “Aye, perhaps,” Antilles said, “and still I would desire to do so, if for no other reason than the convenience of quickly settling this matter.  I hate that she has come to my holds, in my time.”
 
   “What will you do?” Tonka asked.
 
   “Tonight?  Retire.  Drink.”  He glowered at the path beneath his feet.  “Take any number of axe blades to the whetstone while I think of how easily her kind can be killed.  And you?”
 
   “Much the same, I think, except that I will be sharpening spears’ heads.”  Tonka turned an concerned eye on him.  “Did she say how she came by the griffin?”
 
   “She claims she found the egg abandoned and hatched it in her care.”
 
   For a long time, the two climbed in silence.  Then:  “Do you believe this?”
 
   “I called her a liar.”  He tossed his horns with wry humor.  “She swore to slap my face if I did so twice.”
 
   “Aye?”  Tonka’s smile tugged at his mouth, seemingly of its own malicious will, and Antilles suffered it with resignation.  “All hip-height of her?  And now I must know.  Would you have bent to allow it?”
 
   “Her sincerity was such that for a moment, I felt I had ought to.”  Antilles reached the overlook and paused, his eyes going on ahead to the great stone doors he had himself carved.  The familiar carvings, weathered now by all his solitary years in the Valley, assuaged his restless soul but could not hold his gaze for long.  The human’s camp stood dark and still in the plains across the river.  There was no movement.  “So sincere,” he murmured, frowning.
 
   Tonka said nothing.
 
   Antilles shook his head, his eyes never moving from the dark dot of the human’s flimsy shelter.  “Have you ever heard tell of such a thing?” he asked.  “Even in legend?”
 
   “Never.  Humans take.  They do not rescue.”  Tonka stamped a rear hoof and shook his own head violently, snapping out the line of his mane all the way down to his furred mid-back.  “And yet, here she is.”
 
   “Aye.  Here she is.”  Antilles glanced around at the horseman.  “And my mind on that matter could be somewhat more settled if I only knew how.”
 
   “My scouts have followed her back trail to the Standing Stones and from there to the borders of the Wyvern’s Wood, but by their oath, she came straight across to where she lairs now.”
 
   Antilles’s frown deepened.  “Through the Wyvern’s Wood?  Great gods.  Unarmed.”  His head lifted as a new thought came.  “What was she doing at the Standing Stones?”
 
   Tonka hesitated, one hoof pecking uncertainly at the stony ground.  “My lord,” he said, “my scouts say she slept within them.”
 
   Antilles found himself staring once more at the human’s tent.  “That,” he said heavily, “changes matters.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “Perhaps?  She slept within the stones and emerged sound of mind and whole of body and you would say ‘perhaps’?!”  A short cut of laughter found its way out of his throat and Antilles turned around and stare blackly in the direction of the human’s camp.  “Perhaps,” he muttered, and shook his head.  “Nay, chieftain.  If your scouts say truth, then there camps a wizard.”
 
   Tonka stamped, hard.  His war-roughened hands clenched on the air and then he said, “Nay, lord, I believe it not.”
 
   Antilles continued to stand and stare, watching the wind blow over the grass, and watching the unmoving bump that was the human’s tent far in the distance.  At last, speaking softly and with great reluctance, he said, “Nor do I.  And that I mistrust most of all.”
 
   To that, Tonka had no reply.
 
   Silence, while the wind blew.  Silence, while the water poured itself out endlessly beneath the bridge.  Silence, while the human continued to make herself at home in the Valley of Hoof and Horn.
 
   Antilles raised one hand and rubbed at the headache forming itself between his eyes.  “Has she been to see the other?” he asked wearily.
 
   “My scouts say not.  Barring small excursions to her wooded place, she has not left sight of her camp.”
 
   “Wizards may hide their tracks as well as their intentions.”
 
   “But if that were the case, why would she still be there?”  Tonka’s hand rose and cut an arc through the visage of the human’s tent as though he were trying to slap it off the plains.  “Why not go to him?”
 
   Antilles only shook his head.  
 
   “Tell me what you would have me do,” Tonka said.  “Because I am done with it.  I am drowning in my doubts and I cannot live thus any longer.  Tell me, lord.  I will obey even the willful murder of her.  May the gods help me, I am done.”
 
   And there, if ever he required a deciding word, it was.  If Tonka called the human’s death a willful murder, than that was what it would be and he, as lord of the Valley, could not order it.  Much as he may wish to.
 
   Antilles pulled in a breath, held it for a short count, and heaved it out again.  “Leave her be,” he said, and turned away from the entrapping sight of the pitiful camp.  “She has come to the foot of my mountain.  I shall oversee her stay.  Look you to your own kind, chieftain, and ‘ware her…but leave her be.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   29.  Burying the Hatchet
 
    
 
   Taryn was every bit as sore as she thought she’d be the day after the Great Potato-Planting and her heart ached just as much as her body.  She lay in agony inside her tent, reduced to tears even in her fitful sleep as she tried to master her hurts, moving only far enough and often enough to meet her body’s basest needs.  She ate the few handfuls of grain she’d husked the day before, and she ate them raw, too sore to even think about hauling the cauldron down to the river and back for water.  Aisling had the last of her jerky, and after that, there simply was no food.
 
   The next day was even worse, as impossible as that seemed.  Taryn closed her ears to Aisling’s hungry peeps for as long as she could, but eventually made The Walk.  Her fish-baskets had six swimmers between them, and she let all but one of them go.  The one she tossed up on the bank and then collapsed beside it.  Aisling pounced, but did not kill.  Taryn eventually did the deed for him, and then slept in the wet grass while he ate it.  She saw no point in bringing a fish back to camp for herself.  Her hands were hooks.  There was just no way she could start a fire.
 
   The third day was a little better, but whether she felt better or not, she had to get up and move.  She’d had no food since the raw grain and no water since the day before that.  Even her eyeballs felt dry.  So back to the river she had to go, and this time, lugging the damned cauldron.  She had to stop three times to rest, and once just to cry.  This time, there was only one fish in her baskets.  She sat down on the bank to undergo a long moment’s debate on the idea of splitting it.  In the end, she gave it all to Aisling just to spare herself the weight of the thing on the walk back to camp.  She wasn’t really hungry anyway.  Deep down, she recognized that this was a Very Bad Thing, but she was too sore to care.
 
   She was too sore for lots of things, caring was just the top item on the list.  Too sore to stand, too sore to sit up, too sore to unwrap and eat a chocolate bar, too sore to study her books.  The only thing she was not too sore to do was think, and the only thing she could seem to think about was the minotaur who had come to her camp.
 
   By the end of that third day, one thing was depressingly clear.  She had to apologize.
 
   Not because she was sorry.  She wasn’t.  The only thing she felt any remorse about at all was swearing, and that only because she’d managed to spoil the joy of Aisling’s first word by teaching him a blue one.  But she recognized the necessity of diplomacy in her situation.
 
   She recognized something else, as well.  The minotaur’s anger had been terrifying all on its own, seeing as it came from such a huge and horribly-shaped person, but the most intimidating thing about it had been his sincerity.  He had animal stamped all over his body, but there had been nothing at all rash or unthinking in his hostility.  Quite the contrary.  He’d come to her as someone trying very hard to keep his temper.  Coming as she did from a family full of Irish (and the odd, displaced Italian), Taryn had recognized that look right away.
 
   No, he had a reason, or thought he did, to swing an axe at her.  The same reason, she supposed, that Tonka’d had to throw a spear at her.  Looking at it from a purely scientific point of view, Taryn knew there could only be one justifying cause for their behavior.  She wasn’t the first human to come to Arcadia.  Moreover, enough humans had to have trickled over to make the natives think there was an advantage to learning English.  That was a pretty telling thing right there.  
 
   So there Taryn had been, probably the first human ever to come from Earth on a benign mission, and could she really blame the minotaur for wanting to roust her?  Well, yes, she could, especially since he’d picked the moment after she’d half-killed herself planting potatoes to do it, but even she had to admit, she hadn’t exactly made an effort to win him over.
 
   Well, she couldn’t feel too guilty about that.  After so many days and nights of constant threatening stares from the horsemen, that minotaur had just picked the wrong day to start poking her in the chest and waving his axe around.  All she’d done was cuss at him a little.  She was practically a saint!
 
   Especially compared to him.  His steely eyes.  His fearsome scowl and thundering voice.  Not to mention his sharp, twin-bearded axe.
 
   He wanted her gone from his valley.  His valley, no less. His home, and she wasn’t welcome in it.
 
   And that was just too damn bad, because she had nowhere else to go.  And knowing she had nowhere else to go (as Taryn’s weary brain so doggedly kept reminding her), she’d better find a way to make friends with him.
 
   And so, on the morning of the fourth day, Taryn made herself get up and get ready for a hike.  She didn’t want to go, really.  In spite of all the lying around she’d done, she was exhausted to the point of shaking, even when she was just sitting down.  Furthermore, that lying around had really cost her in terms of the things she hadn’t been doing—things like getting more firewood and hulling grain for breakfast, for example.  There were plenty of other things Taryn needed to do with her day, but no, she was going to have to march out and find a minotaur so she could bury the hatchet before he came back with a battle axe.
 
   Taryn had just enough firewood left to cook a fish on, so she lit it on up and went down to the river for a cauldron full of water.  Her baskets produced exactly two fish.  She put one into her cauldron with her water to carry back to camp and gave the other to Aisling, then sat on the bank with her head in her arms to doze while he ate it.  She roused herself when he pounced on her shoe and lugged her damned water back to put on the fire, half-heartedly cleaning and spitting the fish to roast on the same coals.  
 
   The next thing she knew, Aisling was pouncing on her face, the fish was charcoal, the fire was out, and the water was almost gone.  She couldn’t even remember curling up to sleep.  Oh well.  She took the cauldron off the lukewarm coals and set it aside to cool while she took another nap.  No point in going down for another fish.  There probably wouldn’t be one, and she didn’t have any more firewood anyway.  But when Aisling woke her for the second time, her water was nice and cool and the sun was almost directly overhead.  Time to get going.
 
   Taryn drank off her water and ate a Hershey bar (the breakfast of starving champions), then packed everything of importance into her backpack and tugged down a sapling to tie it all up.  She took a moment to consider the runka lying next to her tent, but she didn’t even try to take it with her.  It had taken a colossal effort on her part to pull the thing out of the ground, and she’d had to drag it back to camp because it was too heavy to lift and carry, so she knew for sure she couldn’t throw it at a critter.  Besides, if the Neighborhood Watch were lurking nearby to snipe her off, the act of arming herself could only encourage them to do it faster.  She made sure she had some stones in her pocket and her slingshot in her hand, and then she set off, following the river west.
 
   She let Aisling walk for as long as he wanted.  She sure wasn’t going too fast for him and she didn’t really want to have to carry him.  God, she was tired.
 
   There was no sign of horsemen in the plains, although there was a broad, black sea of cattle not too far out.  This was the closest Taryn had been to the lowing things she’d so often heard, but all she could make out from here was that there were a whole lot of them, they were big bastards, and some of them had horns.  She didn’t really want to get any closer.
 
   There was a lot of movement in the grass close by, but she didn’t know how much, if any, was due to critters.  The wind was pretty strong, in addition to being skin-chapping cold.  She’d forgotten her jacket.  One more oh well to add to the list.  Walking warmed her up pretty fast, anyway.  She’d probably be okay as long as it didn’t rain.
 
   Her watch beeped noon exactly as Taryn passed a familiar-looking bit of riverbank—the site of the Great Grass Pony Slaughter.  She continued on for another hour before her somnolent mind woke up a little and poked her.  She saw something.  Not the minotaur, but something just as interesting in its own way.
 
   A bridge.  Long and narrow, built for foot traffic, not for herds of cattle or things with wheels.  It had no rails, not even a raised lip along its sides, and Taryn automatically bent to pick Aisling up before getting any closer.  The water that flowed beneath the high stone arch was frothy and deep.  The pillars that supported it were marked by floods of years past, but the stripes weren’t much higher than the river was now.  That was comforting.
 
   Taryn stepped onto the stone cobbles of its surface, but went no further.  The thick forest on the far bank beckoned, but really, she had no reason to believe she’d find the minotaur there.  She had the whole rest of the plains to explore still.  With reluctance, she turned away and continued her downriver hike, Aisling like an anvil in her arms.
 
   More walking.  The wind picked up, died down, blew harder.  Taryn didn’t sweat, but her skin started throbbing.  Her tongue was like sandpaper in her mouth.
 
   Oh, forget it.  He wasn’t out here.  She needed to go home before she died.
 
   A little further.
 
   ‘What for?’ she asked herself irritably.
 
   Just a little further.
 
   So she kept going, although she could see that there was no point.  There were woods up ahead, a thick copse of them maybe ten times the size of the one next to her little tent.  Something almost big enough to be called a proper wood, in fact.  She didn’t feel like stumbling through it and she didn’t want to go around it and risk coming out on the other side with no sign of the river.  She could clearly see no minotaur standing in the tall grass between her and the trees, but she kept walking anyway.
 
   Her feet began to tingle.  Not hurt, just tingle.  She wondered if that were something to be concerned about.  Her step slowed as she took stock her herself—tired, thirsty, hot, sore, throbbing, shaky.  Now tingling.  No, seriously, she needed to go home.
 
   Just to the woods.
 
   Why?  So she could touch a tree?  No!  Time to go.
 
   What was that?
 
   Taryn stopped and turned around as a glimpse of color in the plains caught her eye.  There were a few trees scattered here and there that weren’t part of the denser copses.  One of them, well out in the grass, appeared to be bearing fruit.  Deep, red fruit.  Apples, maybe.
 
   Saliva flooded Taryn’s mouth at once.  She shifted Aisling up onto her shoulder a little higher and headed on over to have a closer look.
 
   The tree was a lot further out than it looked like from the bank, and the tall grass did a great job of disguising the uneven slope of the ground.  Taryn stumbled doggedly onward, only to discover once she got there that what she’d taken for fruit were only broad leaves coloring up for autumn.
 
   Disappointed was too light a word for the awful crush of emotion that dropped over Taryn as she looked at those leaves.  All her aches and pains seemed suddenly much greater, like the wind that suddenly blew harder and colder.  She felt like crying.
 
   Sound.
 
   Taryn froze, her raspy breath catching in her throat, very awake all at once.  Aisling peeped inquiringly and Taryn covered his head, pinching his beak shut so that she could listen.  She heard nothing.  She wasn’t even sure what she’d thought she heard.  She started walking back.
 
   There it was again, halting her in place and then wrenching her in a full circle to search the grass around her.  One thought—oh please God, let that be the wind—sliced through her mind and then there was only the blackness of strained listening.  
 
   Nothing.
 
   She needed to get out of here.  Taryn took a step and paused, looking uncertainly around her.  Which way was the river?  The ground sloped up on every side and it seemed like every straggling tree surrounding her had those broad red leaves all of a sudden.
 
   Sound again.  Was that a growl?  It couldn’t be.  Was it?
 
   How could it really be this easy to get turned around?  Taryn hugged Aisling tighter against her chest, trying to look everywhere at once.  She couldn’t even see the river anymore, although the rushing sound it made still did a great job of obscuring the growls and rustling movements of whatever beast was out there.  There was no sign of it, unless the waving grasses were actually being pushed by the creature and not the wind, which meant it could be anywhere.
 
   Panic was clawing its way up from inside her, a progression of pure hell.  Her feet were blocks of ice, her legs were itchy and numb, her stomach was churning and now her heart was thundering and hot.  Any minute now it would reach her brain, like a poison, and then she realized she’d probably faint.
 
   Taryn backed up shakily and cast around for some venue of escape.  The woods were behind her.  Would they be shelter, or a trap?
 
   She had no choice.  If she stayed in the plains, she’d be run down.  If she jumped in the river to get away, she’d only drown.  She had no way of outrunning whatever was stalking her and her only weapon was a slingshot.  It was the trees or nothing.
 
   Taryn went for it, walking at first, afraid to provoke the unseen creature into pouncing by initiating a pursuit.  But she hadn’t gone more than a hundred paces—a hundred endless, terrifying paces—when there came a rush of footsteps and an ear-shattering roar.  Taryn answered it with a shriek and she, who hadn’t been physically capable of making a second trip down to the river to get another fish this morning, now leapt ahead, sprinting for the trees.  
 
   The skin between her shoulder blades crawled; any second now, she would feel the hammering impact as she was struck and then it would be over.  Would it eat her alive?  Would it crush her throat like a lion or would it just rip it out?  Would it bother chasing Aisling down once it had her or could he get away?  Could he find his way back to the camp?  How would he survive at all, once she was dead?
 
   But no impact came.  Taryn raced ahead of it, hearing its frustrated snarls but oblivious to the screams that continued to peal out from her own throat.  She careened from tree to tree, blindly leaping away from each new roar.  Heat stabbed her side, her breath twisting the knife just a little with every gasp she took, but Taryn forced herself on, unslowed.
 
   She found she could smell smoke and ran with new speed until the shape of a cabin sprang up, as if by magic, between the trees.  The door opened even before Taryn reached it.  Taryn could see nothing of the man that appeared there except a pale face over a long wedge of mud-brown robes, and then she was tearing past him and into the safety of his home.  She struck a table immediately and crashed completely over the top of it, Aisling flying with a yowl from her arms as she banged into the floor.
 
   “Please!” she screamed, kicking back until she struck a wall.  “There’s something out there!”
 
   The man instantly slammed the door shut and barred it.  “What is it?” he asked, turning to her.  “A fellcat?”
 
   “I didn’t see it.”  Adrenaline had worked its will on her.  Now it left, like a masked rapist, and left her shaking and full of tears.  Her voice took on the rawness of overuse.  She stopped even trying to stand up and just sat on the floor, her fingernails digging at the meat of her arms.  “I only heard it.  It was roaring.  It was…roaring.”
 
   “Probably a fellcat,” the man said grimly.  He righted the table that she’d knocked into and picked up the half-dozen books that had fallen.  “It’s the season for them at their worst, and they start out just as vicious as you can imagine.  They’ll hunt anything smaller than them for food, and they’ll attack anything larger than them if they think it’s competition.  If you outran one, it was only because it was inexperienced enough not to stalk you properly…Er…”  The man broke off suddenly, seeming to notice only now how badly shaken she was.  He took a step toward her, and Aisling leapt protectively into her lap and screeched at him.
 
   “Hush,” Taryn said, twining her arms around the wonderful heat and reality of her fierce little defender, and promptly burst into tears.  “Don’t yell at the nice man.  Oh God, I thought I was going to die!”
 
   The man in the brown robes looked around the room, as though seeking a manual for this situation.  He abruptly retreated, which didn’t surprise the sobbing Taryn one bit, but he came quickly back and gave her a tiny cut-glass bottle sealed with a cork.
 
   Taryn held it in a white-knuckled grip, feeling the solidity of the bottle cutting into her hands.  She made her fingers open slightly and stared blankly at the thick liquid the bottle contained, pale grey and pearly, just clear enough to see through to her palm.  Her life-line looked awfully short today.  “W-what is it?” she asked.    
 
   “Smoke-oil,” he said, sounding pleased with himself.  “Fellcats don’t like it.  Just a dab, though.  Too much and they get curious.  They…You should have a drink.”  He retreated again.
 
   “No, don’t…don’t bother.”  Taryn shoved the smoke-oil into her pocket, trying to steady her head, and wiped her eyes several times.  She heard a series of muffled squeaks and finally realized how tightly she was holding Aisling.  She let her arms fall like weights to her sides and Aisling fell into her lap, gasping and clicking his beak irritably.  ‘Lucky,’ Taryn thought.  She had been lucky.  Lucky Aisling hadn’t been as spooked as she and tried to fight his way out of her arms as she ran.
 
   “I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist,” the man said.  He was holding a glass of water out to her.  It was a clear glass (the uniqueness of this in a land filled with clay cups and hollowed horns would not occur to her until much later), half-filled, and when he nudged it towards her hand, she took it automatically. 
 
   The water was cool, oddly thick-feeling as it slid down her throat, but shock made her thirsty and she would have willingly drank it all.  She didn’t have the chance.  After two swallows, the man took it back.  Taryn was very dimly aware that he was staring at the glass, but that didn’t seem to matter half as much as her being alive and safely inside with Aisling struggling in her arms.
 
   After a while, however, enough presence of mind returned to her to let her think that she was being unpardonably rude.  She looked up to thank the man for the drink and caught an expression of grim assessment on the man’s face as he stared down at her.  Her words died in her throat and she realized all at once that this man was a perfect stranger.
 
   He must have seen all this in her face because the stony gravity fell away at once.  He laughed nervously and put the glass down on the table so that he could show her his empty hands.  “I’m sorry.  I’m very sorry.  It’s just…You are the first human I’ve seen in a long time.  Except the one I see in the mirror and…you know…it’s not the same.”  He stared at her for a little while, smiling and looking awkward.  “I’ll go put the kettle on,” he said finally.  He snatched up the glass and backed away through a doorway.
 
   Aisling clambered back into her arms, having apparently decided that strangling-time was over.  He hooked his beak over her shoulder and began to chirr, inviting sleep.  Taryn gathered him up carefully and stood, looking around for the first time with a clear eye.
 
   The walls were made of stripped logs, like a pioneer’s cabin, and the roof was thatch and mud.  There were no windows.  Bookshelves lined the dimensions of this room, with burning candles interspersed throughout.  There were no furnishings apart from the table and one chair.  There were no ornaments on the walls.  
 
   The doorway where the robed man had gone was an open one, with only a hide flap slung to one side that could be used to close it, but there was a real door in the back wall, slightly ajar, and a dark room beyond.  Taryn, her legs still weak and trembling, shuffled to this door and pushed it wide, but she couldn’t see much beyond where she stood.  The floor was painted.  That was odd.  She could make out a red wedge-shape, outlined in white, pointing its way toward her.  The rest was lost in darkness.
 
   It was rude to poke around.  Taryn turned away from the back room and peeked through the hide flap at a very cozy kitchen.  In lieu of a sink, there was a tall counter with a wide earthenware bowl atop it, and a jug of water easily hip-high in the corner beside it.  There was a single wooden trencher and a wooden cup waiting to be washed, the only dishes he appeared to own.  The only furniture was a wooden chair set before a tiny table, both crudely carved and bound with twine.  There were a few shelves, piled high with jars, tins and boxes, but no obvious food.  The man in brown robes was kneeling at a stone-walled fireplace, adding tea leaves to a copper kettle and muttering to himself.  The glass of water had been placed on the mantle over the fire.
 
   “There we go,” the man muttered, and swung the kettle in over the flames.  He saw her when he stood up, and smiled after an awkward pause.  “It’ll just take a minute.  And if you don’t mind me saying, you look like you should be sitting down now.  You’ve had a pretty good scare.”
 
   Taryn started to demure, then sat down.  “Thanks.”  Something more needed to be said.  “I’m Taryn.”
 
   The man’s face underwent what could only be described as a thunderstruck expression, quickly eclipsed by a scary glee, and then just as rapidly swallowed by a mild interest.  “Really?” he said.  “I’ve never met a Taryn before.”  He glanced around, seeming surprised to discover that he had only the one chair, and then made himself comfortable leaning against the wall.  “And who’s your furry friend?”
 
   He hadn’t offered his own name.  Taryn found herself extremely hesitant to tell him Aisling’s.  “He doesn’t have one,” she said.
 
   “But it is a griffin, isn’t it?” he asked, and immediately softened the sharp question with a laugh.  “I’ve never seen one up close.”
 
   Taryn nodded, trying very hard not to feel so suspicious.
 
   The man studied her for a moment, his smile slipping sideways.  “I’m making a terrible impression, aren’t I?  Sorry about that.  Like I said, you’re the first human I’ve seen in a long time.”
 
   “I hate her,” a woman’s voice announced.
 
   Taryn spun around at once, clutching Aisling hard enough to startle a squawk out of him.  The woman’s voice was the first surprise—flat and unaccusing despite the hostility of the words—but the woman herself was the second and a far greater shock.  She was stark naked, but after Antilles and all the bare breasts of the horsewomen who had been looking her over for the past two weeks, that wasn’t too amazing.  What stole Taryn’s voice and thought were the woman’s ears.  They were pointed and black, and they grew right out of the top of the woman’s head.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   30.  The Magician’s Cat
 
    
 
   “Don’t!” the man said sharply, and Taryn, hardly aware that she had begun to rise, now dropped back atop her chair.  The man sighed and said, “Don’t,” again, much quieter.
 
   “Who is she?” Taryn asked, hugging Aisling tighter.
 
   The woman strolled sinuously towards them, her slender body undulating with effortless grace.  Her hair was short and very fine, almost a cloud of black smoke that hovered around her heart-shaped face.  Her eyes were green, very pale, and flat with dislike.  “I do hate her,” she said solemnly.  “I would like to leap now.  To sink my claws in hot flesh and feel blood pour into my open mouth as she kicks and dies.”
 
   Taryn gasped hugely and sprang back, knocking over her chair and banging her hip against the table hard enough to make her entire left leg go briefly numb.
 
   The woman cast her pale eyes disinterestedly at the man.  “But perhaps I would be punished,” she said, and turned to walk away.  A long black tail twitched at her heels, growing right above the crack of her perfect ass.
 
   “W-who?  Wh-What?”  Taryn staggered sideways until she hit the table that supported the crude sink, rattling the dishes.  “I’m leaving, okay?” she announced, somewhat shrilly.
 
   “Please, don’t panic.”  The man was not looking at her.  He rubbed at the bridge of his nose instead, obscuring his face but emphasizing his awkwardness.  “She doesn’t mean it.  She’s harmless.”
 
   “She’s harmless?!”  Taryn got another step away from him, gaping.  “She just said she wanted to kill me!  Who is she?”
 
   “She’s my cat.”
 
   “She—!”  Taryn shut up and just stared.
 
   The man sighed again and finally looked at her.  “I’m a magus,” he said.  “I came here to study, to perfect my magic.  This place…this world, if you like that better…is very conducive to magic.  When I came here—”
 
   “That’s a cat?” Taryn interrupted, absolutely aghast.  “You made a woman think she was a cat?”
 
   “No, no.  I made a cat look like a woman.  I—”  Embarrassment skewed his features into a mask of itself.  “I was lonely.”
 
   “But…”  Taryn looked through the hide flap and into the front room.  The cat-woman was sitting on the table, staring back at her balefully and pushing books one by one off onto the floor.  “She’s horrible!”
 
   “I know.”  The magus rubbed his face again.  “It was a mistake.  One of many.  And not even the worst, as awful as it was.  I thought she’d be cute.  I thought she’d be playful and…you know…slinky.  Sexy.  The way you imagine cats would be if they looked and acted like people.  Well, now I know exactly what cats think and how they feel about us, and it is a singularly ugly thing.”
 
   “Why don’t you turn her back?”
 
   “I can’t.  I turned her into a baby when she was a kitten.  That wasn’t so hard.  Tricky, though.  Had to feed her constantly for three days during the transformation to build up her mass.  That’s the secret to all magic, correspondent exchange.  It’s the keystone to…never mind.  The point is, a year later, she was full-grown.  And now here we are.  If I tried to turn her back now, I’d kill her.  A housecat can’t hold one hundred pounds of tissue and flesh.  She’d split like—Sorry,” he said, noting her expression.  “All I’m really trying to say is, she’d die.  She’s my mistake.  I’m responsible for it.  I have to live with it.”
 
   “But she’s evil.”
 
   “No, she’s really not.  She’s just a cat.  And cats…cats are horrible.”
 
   The kettle began to shrill.  The magus fetched it and poured tea into the only mug, offering it to her.
 
   Taryn took it slowly, but did not drink.
 
   “It is so nice to see a familiar face, though,” the magus said softly, staring at her with unblinking intensity.  “And to have a conversation.  I’m desperate enough, I’ll get down on my knees and beg if you want.  Just please don’t go yet.”
 
   Taryn bit her lips, summoning just enough self-control to be polite.  “You seem like a nice guy,” she began, and put her cup down.  “But your…your cat is scary.  I think I want to leave now.”
 
   “She doesn’t know what she’s saying,” he insisted.  “She doesn’t even realize she’s talking.  She’s a cat!  I could give her speech, but I couldn’t make her think!  She just opens her mouth   and—”  He finished with a curt, helpless wave of both arms and then clasped his hands together under his chin.  “Please!  Just a little while longer, okay?  I’ll shut her up in the back room if you want.  She can’t open doors.”
 
   Taryn peeked back through the hide flap at the door.  It was just a simple pull-latch.  She looked back silently at the magus.
 
   “She’s a cat,” he groaned, clapping both hands to his face.  “She doesn’t reason.  Look.  I’ve been alone here for more than fifty years—”
 
   Taryn performed the first flawless double-take of her entire life, staring in disbelief at his unlined features, his jet-black hair.
 
   “—and I made a lot of stupid, arrogant mistakes.  I admit that.  But the minotaur…the horsemen…they don’t forgive things, Taryn.”
 
   She had managed a short step toward the door, but the sound of her name had a profound effect on her.  All the loneliness and shame in him struck out at her, bringing up a swell of pity and an urge to comfort.  She sat and set Aisling on the floor so that she could touch his arm.
 
   “Taryn,” he said again.  His eyes narrowed.  “Just talk to me.  Visit with me.  I’m all alone here.”
 
   The poor guy.  She remembered how mistrustful Tonka and Antilles had been on meeting her.  It wouldn’t have taken a very big mistake to get those two fired up.
 
   The magus picked up her cup of tea and placed it into her hand.  “Just drink,” he suggested. “A little drink, Taryn.”  His eyes on hers wavered and dipped down, crawling hungrily over her body in a way she had experienced before, but had definitely not missed. 
 
   As parched as she was, and as much as she wanted to be polite, having a man mentally strip you naked was a real thirst-killer.  Taryn put the cup down, and the magus looked up at once, just for a moment, absolutely furious.  Then he was calm again, even boyishly shame-faced.
 
   “Sorry,” he said.  “It’s been a while.  I keep saying that, I know, but it keeps being true.”  He picked her cup up again and returned it to her hand.  “But I’m not a bad guy, Taryn, just…a little rough around the edges.  And I could help you.  It can’t be easy trying to settle in at this time of year.  I could give you gifts—”  He laughed suddenly, his eyes glinting with humor.  “As they say here, gifts to speed your settlement.”  
 
   “They gave you something?” Taryn asked, and looked around the room.  She couldn’t see anything that looked like it was made by horsemen.  “What did they give you?”
 
   “Plenty.”  He smiled with half his mouth, and then looked at her untouched cup, his smile fading.  His eyes came to hers again, staring, intense.  “But what I’d really like is a friend, Taryn.  Just a friend, I promise.”
 
   She knew she didn’t trust that.  Why was she smiling back at him?
 
   “I could be good for you, Taryn,” the magus said quietly.  His eyes never left hers.  He was starting to sweat, as though the struggle to win her over were a physical one.  “Magic is more real here than you could ever imagine.  I could make you young forever.  I could shower you with jewels, with gold.  I could—”
 
   “Kill it!” the cat cried happily, shattering the warmth of Taryn’s mind.
 
   She leapt up, seeking Aisling and not finding him.
 
   “Taryn!” the magus shouted, snatching at her arm, but she swatted him away and raced through the hide flap to the front room.
 
   She got there just in time to see the cat-woman pounce, her human hands curled into claws and a gleeful smile parting her perfect lips.  Aisling was crouching, tail high and beak wide, facing off against her and ready for play, utterly unaware that his life was seconds from over.
 
   Taryn acted without thinking, yanking Aisling back by his hind leg and simultaneously punching upward as hard as she could.  She put every ounce of her into that swing, dragging weight up from the soles of her feet and focusing it all into the ball of her right fist.  She caught the cat square on her pointed chin, sending a shock up her arm that numbed her clear to the shoulder.  
 
   The cat fell back, squealing, and then scrambled up and ran for the back room, shrieking, “Hurts me!  Hurts me!  I hate her!  I hate her!”
 
   Taryn scooped a struggling Aisling up and ran for the door.  Never mind the fellcat.  Never mind the poor, lonely magic-man.  The heavy bar thudded to the floor and the door banged open as she crashed through it a second time.
 
   She ran for the woods and the plains beyond them.  Enough was enough.  She wanted to go home.
 
   “Taryn!”
 
   A slight pang tried to tap at her heart—she was acting like a total flake!—but she crushed it.  She’d come back and visit all he wanted once he’d locked up his girlfriend.  But for now, she couldn’t get away fast enough.
 
   He shouted again as she raced through the forest that surrounded his cabin, and despite the clear timbre of fury in his voice, she actually wanted to stop.  But distance made it easier for her to ignore the guilt that rushed her every time he tried to call her back, and soon the woods closed in behind her and either he gave up, or the sound of his voice stopped carrying.  Taryn slowed to a jog, forcing herself to lighten up on the Aisling-crushing, which he showed his appreciation for by giving her a nip on the arm.  She was out of breath and there was a nasty stitch in her side, but she felt better.  Safer.
 
   She was still lost, though.  But as she came out of the woods, and in a much calmer frame of mind, she was able to stop and consider her surroundings more objectively.  The mountains, of course, were a clear indication of where north was, and although she couldn’t see the river through the tall grass, she could hear it.  As a matter of fact, the woods in which the magus lived grew right up to the sides of the river where it emptied into a pretty impressive lake.  How had she missed seeing these things?
 
   Panic.  Something had happened, something that for the first time had demanded a clear head and decisive action, and Taryn had panicked herself blind.  She could have been killed.  Worse, she could have gotten Aisling killed.  Taryn stroked at Aisling’s feathers, endured a second surly nip, and started trudging home.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   31.  Ringing His Bells
 
    
 
   She took no chances with herself, flighty-headed female that she was, but followed the river back to camp, which meant she couldn’t help but pass the bridge again.  This time, the minotaur was standing on it.  Waiting for her, she realized, as he began to stalk toward her.  And it was a full-blown stalk too, complete with lowered horns, burning eyes, mammoth fists, and tensely-rippling muscles.  Taryn could feel her pace slowing and her grip on Aisling tightening.
 
   “Where have you been?” he bellowed, the very instant he came within bellowing range.
 
   The tone of proprietary outrage left Taryn positively gape-mouthed.  She forgot all about wanting to find this fellow and say her diplomatic sorries.  After the time she’d just had, she simply didn’t have it in her to play along.  Her Irish rose and she snapped back, “What possible difference does it make to you?”
 
   “I am the lord of this valley and you—”  His hand flew out and thumped her in the chest with two fingers hard enough to stagger her back a step.  “—are beholden to my rule.  Now answer, human!  Where?”
 
   Taryn was not a violent woman, but she was beginning to see red in the shape of a bull.  Her teeth tightly clenched, she looked up at him and said, “Mister, I’m ringing your bells the very next time you poke me like that.”
 
   “Aye?”  Whap, went his hand on her chest.
 
   Taryn stumbled back again, but found her balance quickly.  She glared up at the minotaur through the shadows of her bangs and he glared right back at her.  Taryn put Aisling down, gave him a pat to comfort his rising anxiety, and then jumped up and slapped the minotaur in the face as hard as she could.  It hurt her hand a lot.
 
   His head had turned at the impact and he stayed that way, gazing out over the river with a thoughtful expression.  His breath was steady and serene.
 
   Taryn picked Aisling up again (her griffin was gaping at her, his little eyes like gold marbles), stepped around him, and started walking.
 
   “Aye, all right,” he said behind her.  She heard him turn and follow in long strides that quickly brought him beside her as she marched.  “You warned me and I earned it.  Now you will answer.  Where have you been?”
 
   “I must have blinked and missed the moment when we got married and you developed the right to know, but since you asked so politely, I’ve been down in some woods by the lake.”
 
   “Alone?” he asked sharply.
 
   “No.  I was with—”  She paused to think hard, and realized that the magus had never actually introduced himself.  “—some man who lives there,” she finished.  “He has a little cottage in there and it’s still, in case you were curious, none of your damn business.”
 
   “Jerk,” Aisling added, still in that heartsick, half-sobbing tone of voice, one that was at odds with the threatening display he showed the minotaur.
 
   “Everything is my business, human, and you would do well to remember that.”  His hand closed on her shoulder, spinning her around to face him.  She never would have thought it of the bovine persuasion, but there was nothing in the world that could frown quite so impressively as a bull.  “Now answer honestly and believe that I will know a lie if you speak it, which,” he added with dark solicitude, “I well remember that you never do, so stay your striking hand.  Why did you seek the wizard out?”
 
   The hand that did not grip her shoulder was closed on the haft of his axe.  There was no mercy in his eyes.
 
   “I wasn’t seeking anyone out,” she said, beginning to frown herself.  “I wandered away from the river, lost my bearings, and something was after me.”
 
   “Something?”
 
   “The man said it was probably something called a fellcat.”
 
   His expression changed minutely, but it was difficult to read just how.  “Did you see it?”
 
   “No, but I heard it.  And, yes, I panicked and I ran into the woods,” she finished with an angry flush.  “If I hadn’t stumbled on the man’s house, I’d probably be in pieces all over your precious valley and wouldn’t your life be easier?”  She tried to shrug out of his restraining grip and his fingers dug in tighter.  “What, already?”
 
   “How long stayed you at that place?”
 
   “What are you, the good-neighbors Gestapo?”
 
   “How long?” he roared.
 
   Taryn and Aisling flinched back together and all at once, she saw his flaring nostrils, burning eyes and rigid posture in a whole new light.  He was angry, sure, but not as much as he was scared.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said quietly.  “Not long.  His…friend took a swipe at Aisling and I ran out.”
 
   The minotaur’s eyes narrowed.  “Were you not afraid of the beast that pursued you before?”
 
   “No.  The man—”
 
   “He is no man,” spat the minotaur, with a brutal cut of his head that made his horns howl.
 
   “He gave me something to keep them off.”  She dug in her pocket for the bottle the magus had given her.  “And I should probably put some on if—”
 
   He released her with a shove and slapped the bottle to the ground, where he shattered it under one massive hoof.  The scent of char was instantaneous and overwhelming.  Taryn backpedaled with her eyes burning and the minotaur pursued her.
 
   “What in the hell is the matter with you?” she exploded, and doubled over, coughing on the stench of smoke.  Aisling was squirming, trying to claw out of her arms and away, his eyes bugged out and his breath a dry wheeze in his little lungs.  “What kind of—”
 
   He seized her arm and dragged her several steps upwind to where the air was clear.  He let go of her and stepped back, half-raising his axe and glaring in the direction of the lake.  His voice was harsh as he said, “Take nothing more from his hand if you value your life.”
 
   She gaped at him, literally unable to believe her ears.  “Are you threatening me?”
 
   “Nay,” he said.  “Not I.”
 
   He said it with such conviction, and without taking his eyes from the lakeward side of the valley, that Taryn’s anger was utterly dispersed.  She stared at him, now more confused than ever.
 
   And suddenly, he seemed to give up.  His head bent and then he turned away, looking back briefly before staring off in the direction of Taryn’s camp, and then finally meeting her eyes.  He swung his axe back up and into its back strap and let his empty hand slowly lower to his side, clenching on the air.
 
   “I have chosen to believe you once when you said you meant no harm,” he said.  “More fool I, perhaps, but I find that I believe you still.  So I will tell you simply, human, keep you well away from him and his wood.  There are dangers beyond reckoning in Arcadia.  You may or may not be one of them, but he has been well-proved.”  
 
   The magus had said he’d made mistakes.  What kind of mistakes could possibly provoke this kind of reaction?
 
   The minotaur set his jaw in a bullish scowl and said, “Ashes from your fire and the smell of smoke in your hair will keep the fellcats from you as much as anything can.  But if they choose to hunt you, human, no wizard’s potion can stop them.  Go back to your encampment.  There, you are as safe as any magic can make you.”
 
   He started back toward the bridge, then paused and came back to her.  “And know this,” he said, and leaned down so that his eyes were nearly on a level with hers.  “I allowed you to strike me, human.  I shall not do so twice.”
 
   Her temper flashed.  “You brought that on yourself, buster, and I’ll do it a hundred times if I have to.”
 
   His steel eyes sharpened.  “Aye,” he said, cementing into fact a matter that had previously been mere speculation.  “Over-arrogant as the skies are broad.  ‘Ware you, human.  Tis a poor proxy for true bravery.”
 
   He straightened up, turned and left.
 
   Taryn watched him stride across the bridge, silently fuming.  Once he’d vanished into the forest on the other side, she glanced down at Aisling.
 
   He looked at her, looked after the minotaur, looked at her again.  His feathers pressed flat.  “Jerk,” he said, and hissed.
 
   “You tell him,” Taryn sniffed, and headed for home.
 
   Indignation gave her enough steam for maybe fifteen minutes, but after that, her furious stalk began to fade.  She’d set out this morning to find the minotaur and apologize.  Instead, she’d found him and slapped him.  Yeah, he’d asked for it, but still.
 
   Taryn turned her head, still walking slowly along the bank.  On the far side of the river, there was a little dark dot that was the minotaur, keeping pace with her.  Staring at her, she was certain, although she couldn’t see his face from her.  She didn’t need to.  He was staring at her.  She could feel it.
 
   She sighed, bringing her trudging feet to a halt, and looked down at Aisling.  “Well, what do you say?” she asked glumly.  “Should we give him another chance?”
 
   Aisling’s eyes searched her lips as she spoke, his beak snapping as though he were trying to eat the words as they left her.  His naked wings fluttered.  He chirped.
 
   “Okay, good call.”  Taryn glanced once more across the glittering divide of the water.  The minotaur had also stopped.  When she turned around and headed back for the bridge, so did he.  
 
   His legs were longer than hers.  He got ahead of her fast and was halfway across the bridge when she’d only just reached it.  She turned in, her heart in her throat, watching without surprise as he came for her.  His horns lowered and his fists clenched as he walked.  When she stopped, so did he, although he scraped his steel-capped hoof across the cobbles first.
 
   “That didn’t go very well,” said Taryn.
 
   He raised his head, but that was all.
 
   “I actually came out here hoping I’d find you,” she continued, and took another step towards him.
 
   He met her with a step of his own, covering a full meter easily in a single stride.  He drew his axe from his back-strap in the same movement and slapped it into his palm ringingly.  “You were seeking me, human?” he rumbled, and struck sparks off the cobbles with his hoof.  “You have found me!”
 
   She stopped walking.  So did he.
 
   “I wasn’t exactly seeking,” she said, fixing her gaze firmly on his face.  “But I knew that if I just wandered around looking helpless long enough, you’d turn up to threaten me.”
 
   He snorted.  There was no humor in the sound.  It was a wholly bullish response, one that was not angry yet, but ready to be annoyed.  “When I threaten you, you will know it.  What do you want with me?”
 
   “I thought I’d invite you to dinner.”
 
   He went very still for just an instant.  This time, when she stepped forward, he stepped back.
 
   “Why?” he demanded.
 
   “To apologize.”  She ran a hand sheepishly through her hair before returning it to Aisling’s head.  “For shouting at you and swearing at you…and teaching Aisling to swear at you.”
 
   The minotaur’s gaze flicked to the griffin.  He frowned.  “Aisling,” he said.
 
   Aisling hissed and shook his featherless wings.
 
   “That’s just what I call him,” she said, capping the griffin’s eyes.  “I know it’s over-arrogant and all—”
 
   His gaze came back to her, narrowed.
 
   “—but I just couldn’t call him ‘Hey, you’ all the time.  Where I come from, that’s rude.”
 
   She waited, but he didn’t seem to take the hint.
 
   “My name is Taryn,” she prompted.
 
   “Is that meant to win me, human?” he asked, lowering his horns.  His hands flexed on the haft of his axe.  The edge gleamed.  “What do you want with me?”
 
   Her Irish briefly got the better of her.  “Civility,” she said.  “But clearly, I’m not going to get it out of you.”  This wasn’t going to work.  Taryn sighed.  “Look, I’ve been here for…”  The days blurred behind her, uncountable.  “What seems like a long time.  I left my family and my home and my whole world and…and I’m lonely.”
 
   There was a change in him, one she was sure she did not imagine.  Not a softening, exactly, but for the first time, she got the impression that he was listening and not merely facing off against her.
 
   “I know I haven’t exactly shown you my best side so far,” she went on.  “And I suspect that you haven’t either.  But we’re both reasonable people, we’d ought to be able to settle our differences without name-calling and axe-swinging.”
 
   The axe in question lowered slightly and then raised itself back up in firmer hands.
 
   “So I thought I’d see if I could find you and invite you over for dinner.  It’ll be fish,” she added apologetically.  “But if you don’t like fish, I can probably scare up some birds for you.  Those pheasant-y looking things.”
 
   “Sun-necks,” he said, and frowned again.  He returned his axe to its hood on his back-strap.  “And I do not require them.”
 
   “Does that mean you’ll come?”
 
   The look he gave her was hard and openly mistrustful, but at the end of it, he nodded once.
 
   She smiled, suddenly light and easy in her heart, and the minotaur’s frown carved itself even deeper.  “Great!” she said.  “We’ll be looking forward to it, won’t we, Aisling?”
 
   “Fuck-Jerk,” Aisling muttered.
 
   Taryn felt herself blushing.  “Well, we didn’t rehearse an acceptance speech, but we’ll be happy to see you, anyway.  What, um, what can I call you?”
 
   “I am the lord of the valley.”
 
   “Yes, that’s lovely, but what can I call you?” she asked patiently.
 
   That bovine frown deepened.
 
   “You may call me Antilles,” he said slowly.
 
   “Great.”  She backed away from him; he stood unmoving on the bridge.  “I’ll see you for dinner.  Goodbye, Antilles.”
 
   He did not reply, not even to nod.  His eyes stayed fixed to her.  She could feel his staring as she walked away.
 
   “God,” Taryn murmured, moving back into the plains.  “I know I haven’t always been a good person, but I could sure be a better one with a little encouragement, so if you have a minute to spare tonight, could you please, please let him see that I’m not dangerous so he’ll let me stay, and please, please, please don’t let him choke to death on a fishbone.”
 
   “Jerk,” Aisling amened.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   32.  Dinner
 
    
 
   He brought the axe to dinner.  Worse, he unhitched it from his back-strap and buried the blade nearly to the haft in the ground and then sat in easy reach of it.  Oh well.  She hadn’t really been expecting him to bring a pie.
 
   She tried to ignore how openly sinister he was trying to be and project an air of light-hearted welcome as she put on the cauldron for tea.  He watched her prepare the fish and didn’t even try to hide his suspicion.  He was still extremely naked and it was harder to avoid staring when he was sitting cross-legged like that.
 
   Equally impossible to ignore was Aisling, who stalked stiff-legged in circles around the interloper, making threatening ‘rrrrawwwk’ noises and twitching his tail.  Taryn wanted badly to toss him in the tent for the night or at least drop a choice word or two, but couldn’t risk doing anything in front of the minotaur that made it look like she was treating the griffin like a pet.
 
   It only took twenty minutes to cook a mess of fish in the right ashes.  To Taryn, it was an interminable twenty minutes.  She tried to fill it with small talk, but it was like talking to Aisling, except that even Aisling monkeyed back a word or peeped now and then.  The minotaur was silent and unmoving as a stone rendering of himself.
 
   When she set two steaming trout on the lid of the cauldron and passed it to him, she was not horribly surprised when he simply held it in his hands.
 
   “You know, you were sitting right there watching me make that,” she said.
 
   He didn’t answer.  He didn’t blink.
 
   Her hand went to her hip and tapped as she tried to keep her temper.  “Want me to taste it?”
 
   Wordlessly, he pulled a piece of fish and passed it up to her.
 
   She chewed, swallowed, and then opened her mouth and showed him it was empty.
 
   “Jerk,” Aisling remarked and punctuated the word, much to Taryn’s horror, with a few perfectly imitated sobs.
 
   The minotaur looked at Aisling, then at Taryn.  He grunted and put the makeshift plate on the ground, still untouched.  “Why are you here?” he asked.
 
   Taryn sighed and slapped her fish down on a spare square of bark with an angry splat.  “I wanted dinner.  Why are you here?”
 
   “Why are you here,” he said again, “in Arcadia?”
 
   “I thought I made that clear.”  She made a gesture toward Aisling, who had been inching casually toward the minotaur’s fish and who now leapt back at her movement and hissed ferociously at him instead.  “He hatched.  I had to find a safe place to raise him.”
 
   “There are no safe places.”
 
   “That’s probably very true and we can debate it all night if you want to, but without being too much of a jerk—”
 
   “Jerk!”
 
   “Hush, Aisling.  Without being too much of a jerk, I’d like to point out that you, at least, can look at a griffin without wanting to sell it or cut it up.”
 
   “As can you,” he countered and his grey eyes narrowed.  “Or so you would have me believe.”
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake!” she cried.  “What do I have to do, cut off a thumb?  What is it going to take to convince you that I’m not evil?”
 
   He had drawn back at her first exclamation.  Now he leaned forward, his hands braced on his knees, and locked his steely eyes with hers.  “Cut off a thumb,” he said quietly.
 
   She stared at him, her mouth agape, and he stared back at her with simmering intensity.
 
   “I’d do it,” she said, her jaw tightening.  “I’d really do it if I thought for one second—”
 
   He pulled his axe from the ground and held it out.  “Either shall suffice,” he said.
 
   The words ‘go to Hell’, and indeed, some stronger words than those, were knocking at Taryn’s lips, but she looked into the minotaur’s eyes and kept them there.  Romany’s voice in her memory, as thin as the breeze that stirred the plains, drifted through her mind:  ‘What would thee give up to keep him?’
 
   He had no right to ask it.  She’d given up enough.  He had no right to ask for a thumb.
 
   But he hadn’t.  She’d offered.  And now he was calling her bluff with an axe in his hand, because he knew that she wouldn’t do it.  She’d fail his little test and then he’d be justified in doing whatever it was he so clearly wanted to do.
 
   ‘I don’t need two thumbs,’ she thought distantly.
 
   She picked Aisling up and carried him to her tent.  She put him inside and brought out her backpack, zipped down the flaps, then came back and took the axe out of the minotaur’s grip.  It was heavier than she expected, so brilliantly balanced that was like a living thing, something that wanted to swing.  She’d have no trouble with it.  Taryn dropped to her knees, opened up her pack, and got the bandages out and ready.  She didn’t look at the minotaur.  She didn’t think about him.  She slapped her left hand flat on the ground and splayed the thumb out as wide as it would go.  It was going to hurt.  It was going to bleed.
 
   One breath.  Two.  She raised the axe and swung.
 
   His hand caught the haft with an easy eight inches to spare, the slap of halting so jarring and unexpected that she shrieked anyway, actually seeing a spurt of red jet away from her uninjured hand for just an instant.  Then she sagged forward, staring at her thumb and panting like she’d run the minute mile.  
 
   When her voice and her mind could collide long enough to admit rational thought, she said, “Let go.”
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
   “Let go,” she said again.  “I don’t have the strength or the courage to do this again and you’re just going to keep picking at me so let go and let me do it.”
 
   He put his other hand on her wrist and pulled the axe firmly and easily from her resisting grip.  He set it down and turned to frown out at the tall grass, ignoring her.  He looked, even for a bull, mightily at odds.
 
   Taryn couldn’t seem to stop rubbing at her hands.  She was shaking.  She’d been ready to cut off a thumb for him and it would still never be enough.  The heart went out of her.  “I’ll leave in the morning,” she said, and started to stand up.
 
   There was a sound, the closest thing to a snarl that a bull could make, and Antilles said, “Stay.”
 
   She looked at him.  He glared back at her and said, “You have already planted your potatoes.”
 
   She didn’t smile.
 
   After holding her gaze a little longer, he reached and picked up his plate of fish.  He began to eat.
 
   Taryn got her feet under her and went to let Aisling out of the tent.  She took a seat opposite Antilles and pulled her plate onto her lap.  She pinched off a bite for Aisling, watching the minotaur eat.  He didn’t look at her.  He didn’t speak again.
 
   She guessed it was a start.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   33.  The Lord’s Decision
 
    
 
   Tonka was waiting on the bridge where Antilles had left him, four of his warriors alongside him, and all armed and ready for war.  Seeing them bothered him in some indefinable way, although he had thought himself chary enough for fetching them down after receiving the human’s bizarre invitation.  And surely, Tonka was entitled to a detailed accounting of events, but Antilles was not in the mood to provide one.  He did not stop nor even slow, but as he passed the Farasai, he said, “There will be no further guards over the human’s settlement.  She means no harm.”
 
   If the horsemen’s chieftain was surprised by this curt statement, he did not show it.  “Aye, lord,” he said simply, and he and his warriors turned one by one and galloped away.
 
   Antilles continued alone through the forest to the mountain path.  He had many questions yet, but no more confusion.  His mind and heart were easy.  
 
   The human was welcome to stay in his Valley.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   34.  The Horsemen’s Housewarming
 
    
 
   Taryn woke to hoofbeats.  Many hoofbeats.
 
   “Oh, Christ, what now?” she groaned, and longingly considered rolling over and just going back to sleep.  Let the horsemen do whatever.  She was tired of playing this game.
 
   But unfortunately, Aisling also heard the horsemen approach.  He scrambled at once out of his blanket, squawking and bristling, and Taryn knew by experience that if he was awake, pee was sure to follow.
 
   She got up, scooping Aisling into the crook of her arm.  She unzipped her tent, formally attired in t-shirt and panties and to hell with them.  Gooseflesh prickled up in the morning chill, but that was fine.  She set Aisling down so that he could menace the horsemen and once her fierce prince had made that token effort, he bounded off into the tall grass.
 
   Taryn hugged her elbows and watched the horsemen come for her, all the way into camp this time.  It was the big one, Tonka, along with four others, all of them in warrior paint; the claw-like slashes only slightly less intimidating as they curved over the bared breasts of the very well-formed females than they were on the rigid planes of the males’ chests.  They all had runkas, but for a change, the spears were sheathed across their backs.  Their hands were empty.
 
   Tonka gestured to his companions and they began to unload one another.  He, the only one unladen, came closer to Taryn.  He raised his hand, and then offered it to her.
 
   She reached up to shake and he took her wrist in a firm grip, waited for her to do the same, and then released her.
 
   “I greet you, traveler,” he said.              
 
   Well, this was new.
 
   “I…greet you,” she replied, puzzled.  “Er…horseman?”
 
   His companions exchanged a group glance.
 
   “Chieftain,” Tonka murmured.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   He shook that off and indicated the objects his people were unloading.  There were four tightly-capped clay jars, each nearly hip-height on Taryn.  There was also a short stack of blankets, a shaggy bundle of fur, and a thick bedroll.  And lastly, there was a curved wooden bar, nearly as long as Taryn was tall, whose purpose escaped her until she saw the wooden buckets meant to fit in grooves at either end of the thing.
 
   “I offer gifts to speed your settlement,” Tonka said mildly.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, stunned.  She cast her eyes helplessly around her camp and then took off her wristwatch and held it out to him.
 
   Tonka drew his head back, but didn’t take it.
 
   “I know it’s not an equal trade,” she said.  “But it’s all I have.”
 
   He did take it then, slowly and with gravity, and put it on his own wrist.  He stared down at it there, his flanks shivering, and did not speak.
 
   Taryn moved past him to the four horsemen who had accompanied him, pulling her necklaces off as she went and untangling the chains.  She gave them out, one to each of them, her heart hurting just a little as each one left her hands.  The horsemen accepted the gifts in silence, but only of them, one of the females, put hers on.  It was the drop-heart pendant, and she seemed to admire it as it dangled above her perfect breasts.
 
   “Thank you,” she said again.  “This is going to make such a difference for me.  Oh!”  She trotted around the side of the tent and returned to Tonka with his spear in her hand.  She held the heavy thing out to him, butt-first and broadly smiling, pretending not to see the way three of the horsemen behind him had reached for their own runkas.  “Here,” Taryn said.  “You dropped this the other day.”
 
   Tonka did not take it for a long time.  In fact, the only movement in him at all was the muscle of his jaw, which clenched several times in perfect silence.  He finally reached for it just as Taryn’s arms were beginning to give out.  He slid the spear into his back-sheath without speaking.
 
   “I’m glad you came back,” Taryn said.
 
   He nodded once, utterly expressionless, and gestured to his companions again.  They turned and headed away, leaving her with only Tonka.  He gazed at her in silence for a short time and then said, haltingly, “Do you see the ancient borenut tree that stands alone?”
 
   Startled, Taryn leaned out and peered into the plains.  The fog was still lifting, but she could see the spreading branches of a single, mammoth tree in the distance.  “I think so,” she said.
 
   “If you were to put your back to its trunk and sight into the setting sun and walk, you would come eventually to my corral.”  He stepped back, stamping one rear hoof and frowning.  “And you would be welcome there,” he said, and then quickly turned and galloped away.
 
   She watched him go until the fog swallowed him and then went eagerly to see her presents.
 
   The bundle she had seen as only fur proved to be an entire hide taken from one of the plains cattle.  It unrolled to nearly three meters long and wide, and her whole hand could sink into the incredibly soft drift of fur before she touched the skin. The bedroll was thick, firmly-packed straw wrapped in some sort of quilted, cottony fabric.  The blankets were made of the same material and very warm, each uniformly colored a natural tan, with knotted fringe all around.  They weren’t new, and she could smell barn-smells of rich earth, sweet hay and horse on them.  Wonderful.
 
   The clay jars, like the blankets, clearly weren’t new.  They also weren’t empty.  She opened the first, already wondering how long it would take to fill with wild grain, and was struck at once by the rich scent of meat.  She stared down in numb amazement at a jar filled to the very top with strips of jerky, aware that Aisling had come immediately to her side and was now crying pitiably for a piece.  She lifted out a small one, ripped it in two and gave Aisling the greater share while she tasted the little bite she had left.  The taste was indescribably salty and smoky and meaty, amazingly meaty!  She capped it and pulled the lid off the second, actually gasping at the sight of tubers, unfamiliar to her eyes, but clearly the potato of this planet, small and round and golden-red.  The third one she opened was filled with grain, cracked and hulled and comfortably contained within this water-tight urn and its solidly-sealing lid.  The last held a mix of crushed nuts and dried bits of fruit, some hundred pounds of trail mix, right here and all for her.
 
   But the buckets!  Even the yoke and both pails together weren’t as heavy as her own cast-iron cauldron.  And with the weight balanced on her shoulder, she thought she could draw water all day, if she had to.
 
   Her watch and her necklaces were a low price to pay for these treasures, as much as the sentiment may sting.  Heck, she’d been willing to cut off a thumb for the minotaur, and he hadn’t even brought her a pie!
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   35.  Kraal-Rucombe
 
    
 
   Taryn spent the next few days in a hedonistic haze.  Sleep came easy on a bed that put so many soft inches between her and the ground.  The day had lots more hours when she didn’t have to spend so many of them gathering grain.  And life was just all-around better without the prospect of hauling that heavy old cauldron all over creation.
 
   She started off each day with breakfast straight from the jar, and spent the hours she would have passed trying to scratch it together from the grass seeds over in the copse instead, gathering wood and foraging only if she felt like it.  She had lunch—fish, if she’d caught any, and jerky if she hadn’t—and then used her lavishly long afternoons to practice her tool-knapping and basket-folding.  She had dinner from the jars or the river, and then took herself to bed for a little light reading before more sleep.  She could feel her strength returning by the day, virtually by the hour.
 
   The minotaur didn’t come back, nor did the Farasai, but their absence no longer felt ominous.  They weren’t leaving her alone, after all, they were just leaving her in peace.  A subtle difference, perhaps, but she didn’t think she was imagining it.  She could be jumping the gun a little, but she thought she might actually be approaching a point of real welcome.
 
   There was no doubt, however, that Taryn’s personal outlook was affected by her new circumstances.  The leisure to actually make improvements instead of scraping along from day to day had results almost as immediate as those produced by three meals a day and good sleep at night.  Almost overnight, her stone tools started looking (and cutting) much better.  That encouraged her to try cord-braiding again, this time paying much closer attention to exactly how to work the fibers.  The finished product helped fix a stone blade to a thick chunk of wood, and when she whacked this crude axe on her fallen paper-bark tree, it actually chopped, as opposed to simply flying apart.  She had so much firewood by the end of that day that she devoted the next day to target practice.  After several hours spent knocking stone chips off of stumps and branches, Taryn took Aisling out into the plains (never losing sight of her tent) to hunt for real.  To her surprise, she actually killed a hopper, and although she’d fired off some twenty stones before she hit it, the stone that did hit killed it cleanly.  With the memory of the rabbit farmer back in Washington (a whole world and a whole lifetime away) as a kind of mental index, Taryn and her Leatherman multitool puzzled their way through the skinning and cleaning process.  The little meat that survived this amateur undertaking went to Aisling, who was so happy, he serenaded her for the rest of the day with too-ra-loos.
 
   And then one day, much to her delight, Taryn woke up and didn’t really have any big plans at all.  
 
   Oh, there was still plenty she supposed she could be doing to buckle down for winter.  She had some spare bark baskets now, she could fill them up with grain before it all died and rotted in the wet fields.  She could try cord-baskets again, maybe make one to strap on her back for easier portage of foraged goods.  Her primitive tech book had instructions for those.  She could knap herself another axe, since hers was already dulling down, maybe get another hoe together now that she knew how to make stronger cord.  For that matter, she could make a few thousand miles of strong cord.
 
   So there it was.  Tons to do, but nothing, oh, nothing really pressing.
 
   Tonka’s offer to come and visit was burning in her heart before her breakfast of trail mix and fish was half-over.  She told herself that she hadn’t made up her mind about going or not, but she did almost immediately lean over and start putting out the fire.  As soon as the last bite of fish was popped into Aisling’s open beak, Taryn was on her feet and packing up.
 
   Everything of value went into the tent, apart from her backpack, to whose everyday contents she added her Hershey bars.  But instead of sending her pack up to the top of the nearest sapling, she slung it on her back.  Nothing said neighborly like a box of chocolates.  Her slingshot and some rocks went into her pockets, and a good coil of rope went onto her shoulder and then it was out into the plains for Taryn and her too-ra loo-ing little man.
 
   The borenut tree that stood alone in the plains was a colossus.  The shadow cast by the rising sun showed Taryn plainly enough which way was true west, and stretched the dark stain of this pointing finger nearly the length of a football field.  Taryn stood beneath the spreading branches amid piles of hairy teardrop-shaped nuts the size of ostrich eggs (borenuts, she would assume), and sighted out along that shadow all the way to infinity.  She saw nothing but the valley—golden grass, thick belts of trees, narrow ribbons of green to indicate creeks, distant seas of cattle, and here and there, the swirling eddies of wind to show her where hoppers or grass ponies might be.
 
   Sight into the setting sun, he’d said, and that meant west, but the keyword of Tonka’s instructions had to be ‘eventually’.  If she wanted not to lose her way, she needed to make herself some street signs.
 
   Taryn pulled her coil of cordage down off her shoulder and used her multitool to cut herself off a respectable length.  She used it to wrap a quadruple-handful of grass, which she pulled out of the ground around her (her hands ached sickly at this abuse; clearly, they’d thought she was done with this sort of thing now that her potatoes were planted.  Oh well.  Someday, she’d have calluses and her hands wouldn’t care anymore), and then she tugged down a low-hanging branch and tied the bundle up.  It looked like a scarecrow hanging there behind her, but she was sure it would be very visible even from a distance.  As if the borenut tree itself could be overlooked, but the theory was sound.
 
   Taryn put her back to the trunk of the monolithic tree and sighted along its shadow to another tree, this one considerably more modest.  Looking back over her shoulder, she could see the crisp, blue blob that was her tent.  Her camp.  Her beacon in strange lands.
 
   Taryn picked Aisling up, found her tree again in the west, took a deep breath, and stepped out into the open valley.
 
   When she reached her new tree, the first thing she did was turn around and make certain that, yes, she could see the straw log swaying from the branches of the borenut.  Thus assured, she made another one to tie here, then sighted west along its shadow, and moved on.
 
   So it went across the plains, from east to west, tree to tree.  Taryn let Aisling down every so often, and though he seemed increasingly puzzled by the long walk they were taking, his spirits were easily bolstered with a few rounds of his lullaby or some other song.  He even joined in once in a while, merrily trilling out a loud peep or even a word, such as, “Ouch!”, “Too-ra-loo!” or (only once, mercifully), “Fuck!”
 
   The sun crept up on her and ultimately began to pass her.  This validated her directional prowess, as she was able to see concretely that she was going west, but it did mean she’d been walking for several hours with no corral in sight.
 
   ‘Eventually,’ she told herself.  ‘He did say eventually.  Not soon.  Eventually.’
 
   She reached her next tree, tied up a fallen branch she found at its base to avoid having to pull more grass, and then paused to check her bearings, wishing she still had her watch.  She’d brought her flashlight, but she still didn’t relish the idea of walking back through the plains in the dark.  If she didn’t stumble on Tonka pretty soon, she’d better think about heading back.
 
   ‘One more tree,’ she decided.  ‘One more and then, if I still don’t see anything—’
 
   Her thoughts chopped themselves off into startled silence as she realized that she could see something.  Off to the west and a good clip south, there was smoke.  Thin streaks of it, in several columns.  
 
   “Nollag shona duit!” Taryn said happily.  It was Granna Birgit’s favorite swear, and Taryn had been using it surreptitiously for years before she learned enough Gaelic to realize it meant nothing but ‘Merry Christmas.’ She scooped up Aisling and started walking again, a new lightness in her step.
 
   She paused at another tree mid-way there, to use the last of her cord and make one last road sign for the return home.  By then, she could see the dark lumps of buildings in the distance.  A few minutes’ walk more and she could hear the distant mutter of voices if the wind was blowing right, and see carts and fences and horsemen moving around.  And a few minutes after that, why, she was there.
 
   She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting.  A half-dozen huts, maybe.  For some reason, bizarre even to her own mind, she’d imagined they’d live in teepees, but of course, they didn’t.
 
   The ‘corral’ was a bustling village, as welcome to her eyes as she guessed a McDonald’s or a WalMart would be about now.  A broken fence loosely surrounded it, and dirt roads grew in from just beyond this border to connect the log cabins where the horsemen lived and worked.  There were barns as well, and fenced areas for livestock—cattle and sheep, pheasants and geese—and a number of smaller shed-like structures where such things would be best needed.  Trees far too dense to be properly called copses grew nearly up to the fence in some places, but the thing that surrounded the village was not woods nor plains but fields, great squares of turned earth in various stages of use that stretched out nearly as far as Taryn could see.
 
   There were horsemen hard at work all around her in those fields, tilling and tending the land with tools uniquely-designed for them.  The plows were great Vs of metal with long bars reaching back; one horseman would be harnessed to pull, and one would walk behind, guiding the rows into razor-straight lines.  Grain was threshed by a long, spiky spiral pulled by three horsemen and raked up by a row of others into carts they themselves pulled.  Some tall stalky crop was in harvest, cut with hooked sickles, gathered by hand and thrown into cone-shaped baskets worn like saddlebags.
 
   Not everyone was a farmer.  Horsemen came in small groups back from the reaching forest with saddle-baskets filled with branches, or with braces of game or simply with their runkas loosely balanced on their shoulders.  But everyone was clearly working, everyone had something to do and everyone was doing it.
 
   There were so many of them, a few hundred at least, and so many children.  They were working too, in the fields gathering the stones turned over by the plows, in the pens feeding and brushing and herding the livestock, running back and forth between the adults doing all the little things that adults need done.  After so much time by herself, the sight of all those people made Taryn positively giddy.
 
   She was aware of some covert stares as she walked up the road among the lodges and of a gradual gathering, very subtle, as more and more horsemen began to work their way closer to her.  She saw one of them looking directly at her and waved.  The horseman waved back, and everyone near him stopped what they were doing and stared at him.
 
   Then Tonka came galloping up, sliding his runka into the sheath on his back.  He was smiling.  It was the first time she had seen that expression fully on anyone’s face since leaving Washington, and her heart leapt foolishly as she returned it.
 
   “Well met!” he called, cantering to a stop.  “I greet you, traveler, and bring you into my corral!”  He was pronouncing it oddly.  Not corral at all, but kraal.  “You are very welcome here.”
 
   “I greet you, chieftain,” she said firmly, and shifted Aisling to one arm so that they could clasp wrists.  “I came to thank you again for your gifts,” she said.  “You’ve made winter possible for me.  You just don’t know how much that means to me.”
 
   He flicked an ear.  “No more thanks are necessary.  You have been owed as much for the trouble we have given you.”
 
   “I’m sure you had your reasons,” Taryn said tactfully.
 
   “Aye.  But you, at least, are exonerated of them.  Come, Taryn.  The mid-day meal is being prepared.  Eat with me.”
 
   She glowed and followed him to the wide commons where the road ended, and toward an enormous lodge.
 
   The good smells of roasting meat and simmering herbs enveloped her as soon as she stepped into the door he opened.  There were many long tables arranged in a double row down the center of the lodge and one that stood apart at the furthest wall.  Wide fires burned in a hearth that stretched the full length of the building and several horsemen, predominantly women, tended to the pots and spits while children carried platters of food to the tables.  There were no chairs, of course, but that was all right.  Any furniture at all was a sight for Taryn’s sore eyes.
 
   One of the horsewomen had detached herself from the others and was coming forward, head regally high and eyes intensely focused.  Her body was flawlessly black, her tail cropped short, and her head had been shaved into an equally close-cropped Mohawk mane.  Like Tonka, she wore a black bar across her eyes, and there were other markings as well—an inverted triangle on each flank, an arrangement of three white dots encircling her human half’s navel, and two wavy lines in green encircling her upper arms.  It was clear that this was the person the others at the fires had been taking orders from, and even Tonka moved back to allow her to come and face Taryn fully.
 
   “Hi,” said Taryn, holding out her hand.  “My name’s Taryn.”
 
   “Is it truly?” the horsewoman asked, seemingly taken dramatically aback.  She sent a glance to Tonka, who turned his palms upward in a discrete gesture and nodded.  When she looked back at Taryn, her eyes were wide and wondering.  She took the proffered wrist, saying, “I am called Ven here.  So you may call me.”
 
   “Oh, you’re Ven!” Taryn said, remembering the few grudging words she’d managed to get out of the horsemen sent to loom over her camp in those early days.  “I’ve heard about you.”
 
   “Have you?”  Ven’s ears flicked and she gave back a step or two.  Her expression turned guarded.  “And what have you heard?”
 
   “That you’re in charge.”
 
   Startled laughter blew up from the horsemen still at the fires, even though Taryn would have been willing to swear they hadn’t been listening, and a smile ticced over Ven’s lips in several short bursts before it finally openly spread.
 
   “Aye,” she said, giving her tail a strong flick against Tonka’s sides.  He had folded his arms across his chest and was giving Taryn an impressive frown.  “That is very true.  I have heard much of you as well, and I begin to think perhaps it may be as true as what you have heard of me.”
 
   Horsemen had begun to arrive, their hooves clopping with muted resonance on the packed earth floor.  There was little conversation and all of it hushed as newcomers spied Taryn and her griffin.  Ven raised her eyes to watch her people assemble and then she looked down at Taryn again.  “Come to the table, human,” she said.  “There is enough to share.”
 
   That was an understatement.  The tables were laden with huge baskets of flat, hard bread, platters of stewed meat, bowls of vegetables swimming in sauce, jars of steaming tea and more.  Food was spilling out everywhere, but the words had the smack of formality to them.  Taryn deposited Aisling on the floor and shrugged off her backpack, saying, “I brought something, if that helps.”  She held out her box of Hershey bars.
 
   That startled look disrupted the stoicism that seemed to be the standard thing for horsemen, and then Ven looked back at Tonka again.  She said something softly in another language, and Tonka shook his head, his eyes fixed on Taryn.  His reply was a heavy one, and maybe it was just that Taryn couldn’t understand what they were saying, but it sounded pretty grim.  But he stepped forward to accept the box.
 
   “Eat with me,” he said, resting his hand briefly on her shoulder.  He glanced back at Ven and then led Taryn to the furthest table.
 
   Not even this lodge could hold all the horsemen.  Taryn could see young ones taking heaping platters outside and guessed that at least half the villagers were dining al fresco today.  Likewise, places were obviously assigned well in advance, and Tonka’s table was definitely the one were the big boys ate.  Almost everyone who came to stand there had that black bar over his or her eyes and there was plenty of room to stretch out, unlike the other tables, where horsemen stood flank to flank all the way down the line.
 
   Clearly, nothing was going to happen until everybody was here.  Taryn whistled Aisling over and petted him, surreptitiously eyeing the others sharing this table under the concealing curtain of her hair as she stayed bent.  She recognized Ahm, and Ahm certainly seemed to recognize her as well, but the other five arranged around the table were strangers.  All but one of them were very pointedly not looking at her, but the one that was was not only looking, he was smiling at her.  
 
   He was old, his human body softened and lined, the fur of his horse half a dull brown shot through with white.  He wore paint in spirals on each sagging pectoral, and small white circles like tears beneath the black bar that masked his eyes.  He looked at her openly and after a while, he leaned over to put their eyes on a level, letting her know that he knew she was looking back through the disguise of her hair.  She gave Aisling a few extra pats and straightened up, blushing and avoiding the elder’s penetrating gaze.
 
   Everyone seemed to have settled in where they were supposed to be.  The foals filed out, all but one, who came up to the chieftain’s table and took a place at the elder horseman’s side.  The foal (colt or filly, Taryn couldn’t tell without doing something incredibly rude, like leaning out to look) had a red bar over its eyes and spirals painted on its flat chest, and it was trying hard to stare with dignity straight ahead rather than at Taryn, at whom it clearly longed to be looking instead.
 
   In the stillness that followed the last foal’s exit, Tonka finally moved.  He raised his hands, palms up and arms wide.  “Before time was, there was only darkness.”
 
   Perfect silence greeted this dramatic statement.  Taryn jiggled one foot to keep Aisling focused on her shoelaces and listened with what she hoped was an appropriately pious expression.
 
   “From darkness, the world was formed.  The earth brought substance.  The sun brought warmth.  The waters brought growth.  In all that early world was desolation and death, but where those three elements gathered, there could be life.  And today, ‘tis the same.  By the labors of our bodies and by the grace of the gods do we bring life to one another.  Share, my kinsmen, and know that we are rooted in this world and to each other.”
 
   He lowered his hands and the meal began.  Tonka took a piece of bread from the basket before him.  It was long and wide, squarish, and slightly concave.  He filled it with a dipperful of the vegetables in their savory, green sauce, and added a huge chunk of stewed meat from a platter.  Before Taryn could do the same, he set the bread-plate down before him, pulled a bize-sized portion from his share of the meat, and handed it to her.
 
   All around the lodge, Taryn could see the same thing playing out.  One horseman with one bread-dish portioning out bites to another.  The elder with the disconcerting stare fed the foal, Ahm fed the dappled stallion next to her, and so on.  Only Ven seemed to be capable of eating by herself.  Maybe Tonka was supposed to be feeding her instead of Taryn.
 
   Hesitantly, Taryn took the piece she was offered and ate it.  The richness of the meat’s juices, the flavors of herbs and sauce and spice—heat that was damned near sexual flooded her from the mouth down to the soles of her feet.  She managed not to whimper with the goodness of it, but couldn’t help closing her eyes to savor it without distraction.
 
   “Tis poor stuff,” Tonka remarked, offering her a second piece.
 
   “Are you kidding?” she gasped, clutching the meat as though to protect it from his insensitivity.  “It’s delicious!”
 
   “Tis scarcely fit for consumption,” he countered evenly.  “I should have fed it to the fowl.  I am ashamed that my guest should suffer its taste.”
 
   “You—!”  She broke off, passing the meat slowly down to Aisling and considering Tonka’s solemn face.  “This is one of those Farasai things I’m not supposed to understand, isn’t it?” 
 
   His ears flicked, and Ven nearby smiled faintly.  “You are too generous with your praise,” Tonka said.  “This is not…a Farasai thing.  One cannot display gratitude without revealing one’s lack.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I hardly think I’m keeping my enormous list of lacks a secret from anybody here.  Besides, my mother always told me to give credit where credit is due.”
 
   “What does that mean?”  The foal—probably a girl, if Taryn could judge by the voice—leaned around the elder horseman to see her better.  “Is it…that one should always pay for gifts?”
 
   “Not exactly.  But it does mean that you should always acknowledge the value of things you receive, whether it’s a blanket, good food, or a compliment,” she added, with a sidelong glance at Tonka.
 
   Several low, thoughtful grunts from the nearest tables sounded, proving that anyone who was close enough to overhear her was, in spite of their aggressively nonchalant appearances, listening.  Taryn immediately began to worry about her grammar.
 
   “Do all humans believe this?” the filly asked.
 
   “Sadly, no.”  Taryn accepted a stewed vegetable from Tonka’s hand.  It was some kind of starchy squash, savory and sweet, and the sauce left an agreeable heat in her mouth.  “But my mother sure did, and she made sure we did too.”
 
   “My mother has many sayings,” the filly said.  “Leave no debt unanswered.  That is very similar.”
 
   “I’m not surprised,” Taryn replied.  “Truth is truth.”
 
   More grunts.
 
   The foal nodded and said, “But all Farasai obey the law of debts.  Why do all humans not…give credits?  If you can see it is truth, why is it not law?”
 
   Taryn took the meat Tonka held out to her, but fed it to Aisling, thinking.  “I don’t know,” she said finally.  “And it makes me a little nervous to be the one speaking for my entire race, but if I had to guess, I’d say it’s because there’s so many of us.”
 
   This time, only the painted elder grunted.  His smile had broadened.
 
   “Forgive me that I must ask,” the filly said slowly.  “But I do not understand your meaning.”
 
   “Who am I talking to?” Taryn asked with a laugh.
 
   “I am called Shard now,” the filly said.
 
   “Okay, Shard.  Well, I think…that numbers make it easy for people to ignore the things they know should be laws.  Like…like how a group of small birds will sometimes gang up and drive off an eagle, or how a pack of wolves will go after an elk they could never take down alone.”  A thought occurred.  “Do you have wolves and elk here?”
 
   “Not as such,” the painted elder said.  “But your meaning is plain.  Speak on.”
 
   She was painfully aware of the silence in the lodge, and she had to lock her eyes on the filly so she wouldn’t have to see how many of them there were, all of them listening and judging her.  “Animals can get reckless if they’re part of a larger group, is my point.  I don’t know why that happens, but it does.  And humans these days are always in a large group.  So even when they know better, they might not always be better.  And once one human starts to act out, it’s easier for others to follow.  Pretty soon, the rules change.”
 
   “But this is tolerated?” Shard pressed.  “Your rules are allowed to change?  Do you have no laws?”
 
   “We do,” Taryn said.  “But our laws exist to preserve life, property, and liberty.  Not truth.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Well…partly because truth is an intangibility.  You can’t break it with a rock, like you can break a plate.  You can’t stab it and kill it.  You can’t lock it up.  That makes every human responsible for holding to the truth him or herself.  In fact,” she went on, nervously eyeing all the silent, staring horsemen, “that has become our greatest truth, that humans are accountable for their own actions.  We give each other the liberty to heed certain truths or not to, as they choose.”
 
   The filly’s eyes squinted up gradually.  She shook her head, then shook it again, harder.  “Why would you do that?” she asked.
 
   “Because…it’s a greater show of character for someone to choose to do the right thing than it is to be forced to.  And it all comes back to numbers again, because in a world where there are so many of us milling around, policing people becomes more complicated, especially since doing the wrong thing can sometimes seem very easy and be rewarded pretty highly.  And the more rewards there are, the harder it is for ordinary people to live without them.  Pretty soon, you have a situation where people have to choose between doing the right thing or getting to eat.”
 
   “What, truly?”  This was Ven, who looked absolutely outraged by this idea.
 
   “Yes, unfortunately.  So people learn to obey what we call the ‘letter of the law’, rather than following the truth of its spirit, which is a nicer way of saying that we make it easy for people to do the wrong thing, or worse, to do nothing at all.  We still have the things that you’d call truths, but they become luxuries.”
 
   “I don’t understand how that can be,” Shard said, with what sounded like a great deal of patience.  “If an evil man stepped to another’s lodge and set a fire to it, how shall it be easier to watch it burn than to put it out?”
 
   Taryn studied the filly’s earnest confusion for a second or two.  “Okay, let’s run with that example,” she said.  “If Tonka stepped up to a lodge and set it on fire, would you be the first to put it out?”
 
   The simple question provoked an astoundingly violent reaction in the other tables in the form of stamping, rearing, and several drawn runkas until Tonka raised his hand for silence.  Taryn could feel him staring down the back of her neck, but she kept her eyes calmly and questioningly on the filly.
 
   “My chief would never do such a thing!” Shard stammered finally, her young face positively moon-like with shock.
 
   “That isn’t what I asked.”
 
   Shard’s mouth opened and closed.  She looked around to seek the painted elder’s eyes, and he merely gazed back at her.
 
   “I…”  The filly began to frown.  Her hands clutched at the edge of the table, white-knuckled.  “I don’t know,” she whispered.
 
   “Now imagine that you are there, that all of you are there, and Tonka does this impossible thing, and no one else is moving and it’s up to you, Shard.  Do you put the fire out or do you let it burn?  Are you going to be the first one to act?”
 
   Shard stared down at her hands on the wood of the table.  She didn’t answer.
 
   “In my world, evil men occasionally become chief.  What would you do if Tonka suddenly decided that, oh, all horsemen with brown coats should be thrown out of the village?  Or killed, if they wouldn’t go?  And don’t look at me like that, Shard, I’m not making that example up.  If there are a thousand people doing nothing all around you, do you do what’s right and obey truth, or do you do nothing and obey the law?”
 
   “But if…if I am the only one who stands,” Shard began, her eyes back on the tabletop, “what is to prevent them from killing me?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “And if I do nothing, what…what is to prevent these evil chiefs from sending their evil laws against Farasai with black coats like mine?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Shard looked up, her eyes bright and troubled.  “I don’t like your world,” she said seriously.
 
   “It has its problems,” Taryn admitted.  “But the thing about evil days like those is that it gave so many people the chance to choose good in a way that let everyone see it.  In ways that let everyone else follow after.  And if you ask me, that’s why truth really exists in our minds, Shard, to give us a noble goal to walk towards when things get bad.  Because when we’re all forced to do the right thing without question, then we’re not really choosing to, and unless you have that choice, it’s hard to see who really has integrity.”
 
   “Do you have integrity?” Shard asked, before the thoughtful grunts had even finished running the room.
 
   Taryn was taken back by the directness of the question.  Tonka had to nudge her before she noticed the food he was holding out and even then, she only held it as she combed through her answer.  “I would say,” she began slowly, “that I pursue integrity.  I don’t always make the right decisions, or even know what the right decisions are.  But I think I know what the ultimate goal looks like, and I try to keep my feet on the right road.  That’s not a very good answer, I know,” she said helplessly, “But be fair, you’re asking some tough questions.”
 
   Shard looked pleased with herself.
 
   The painted elder handed Taryn a bit of squash.  “We have known many humans,” he said.  “T’was human magic that made the Farasai, to be their beasts of burden.  Even after our retreat from their world, they have pursued us.  They come like waves upon the sand, again and again throughout our history, always to conquer and to destroy.  In the time of my father’s father, many humans came to this Valley that seemed to be of a different kind.  They came to settle, to farm.  My father’s father and his clan believed them to mean peace.  We brought the humans gifts of friendship.  We aided them through their first winters.  Their numbers grew and aye, the rules that they had first followed began to change.”
 
   The elder smiled, while all around them, dark mutters and stamping began to grow among the other horsemen.  “The humans came to us with bridles,” he said.  “They still hang upon our walls.”
 
   Taryn recoiled, thunderstruck.  For a moment, she could see him with a bit in his mouth and blinders on his eyes.  She felt sick and cold.
 
   The elder’s smile widened, his eyes turning to slits in his wrinkled face.  “You don’t want to believe,” he said gently.
 
   “Slavery is a fact in human history,” she said, dropping her eyes.  “But it’s still appalling.  Yes, I believe you.  And no.  No, I don’t want to.”
 
   “Those humans believed they were right, I am sure,” the elder continued.  “T’was right to take our fields, to make slaves of us, because we were not true people in their eyes.  We were worked by these men.  We were starved and beaten when we did not obey.  And as their numbers grew, aye, so did the rules change again.  When we were injured, we were killed by them.  Our hides were taken.  Our flesh made into their meat.  Mates were separated and we were bred to one another so the humans could command our coloring.  At times, our females were used for their pleasure.”
 
   “Who would—?!”  Taryn clapped a hand over her mouth to stop the rest of that question, her cheeks flaming, but the elder merely smiled.
 
   “When the rebellion came, we repaid them.  Let every debt be answered, and it was, aye, answered in exact kind.”
 
   “You…”  Taryn stared at him, trying to convince herself that he didn’t mean what…what that sounded like he meant.
 
   “We harnessed them.”  The elder raked his gaze across the lodge, his voice rising and strong.  There were no mutters now, no horseman who would meet his eyes.  “We bridled them.  We labored them in our fields.  We starved them and we slew their injured.  We gave them the hides and the flesh of their dead.  We took their women.  Aye.  We did this in vengeance, and then we slaughtered them all.  This is how we have chosen to follow our truth.  This is how we showed our integrity.  Do not forget.”
 
   Silence.
 
   The elder returned his gaze to Taryn.  “We are all upon that narrow road, human.  And we are all accountable for the steps we take.  You speak with wisdom.”  He extended his hand.  “I am the Morathi of kraal-Rucombe, and we are well-met.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said weakly, her mind still spinning with the awful imagery he had invoked.  She gripped his wrist gingerly; it felt as thin as paper wrapping sticks.  “My name is Taryn.”
 
   The shock that answered this innocuous offering came in the sound of a hundred horsemen stamping at once, but the Morathi merely cocked his head, his ears tipping forward through his white hair.  He kept his grip on her forearm.
 
   “Names are sacred here,” he said.  “You should guard yours better.”
 
   “From you?”
 
   More stamping.  The filly at the elder’s side dropped her handful of meat and gaped.
 
   Morathi smiled.  “Will you trust me so easily?”
 
   Taryn shrugged.  “Trust has to start somewhere.”
 
   “Then I will be accountable.”  Morathi inclined his head with aged dignity and released her wrist.  He rested his hand briefly on Taryn’s shoulder, then backed away from the table and headed for the door.
 
   His leaving began an exodus, mostly silent, as horsemen left their emptied bread-plates.  A number of them were staring at her as they moved away.  She could hear the talk starting just beyond the door, but none of it seemed to be in English.  Soon the lodge was nearly empty and the foals came in to clear the tables.
 
   Taryn took a deep breath and turned a shaky smile on Tonka.  “That was tough.  How do you think I did?” she asked.
 
   He didn’t answer her, but looked around, unsmiling, at Ven.  The black-bodied horsewoman’s sides were heaving, although her face was perfectly still.  “Aye,” she said faintly.  “I do see.”  She turned with a stiffness unnatural to see in a horseman and moved toward the fires, beginning to direct the foals in the cleaning.
 
   Taryn’s smile faded.  She bent and scooped Aisling, droopy from food, into her arms.  “It was a very good meal,” she said, trying to recapture some shred of her former good-mood.  “For pheasant food.”
 
   Now Tonka smiled, if only a little.  “I am ashamed to have fed you such miserable fare,” he replied.  “Will you permit me to show you my village, traveler?”
 
   “Chieftain, I would be honored.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   36.  Memories
 
    
 
   “These are our winter stores.”
 
   Taryn stared enviously at the lodge’s contents—clay jars stacked four deep and two high along one entire wall, bins filled with vegetables lining the other, with barrels and casks forming a modulated table down the center of the room on which great baskets filled with nuts and dried herbs rested.  There were hooks hanging from the ceiling, mostly empty, for smoked slabs of meat.  The horsemen didn’t appear to have canning as part of their science, but they also didn’t appear to need it.
 
   “Hunting is usually fair throughout the winter,” Tonka told her.  “The river seldom freezes entirely, and the herds always return to it, even in the snows.  But foraging will be scarce and crop, impossible.  Come to us if you deplete yourself.”
 
   “Thank you, Tonka.  I hope I don’t have to, but I suspect I probably will.”
 
   “The sun is low.”  Tonka opened the door and held it for her, his eyes scanning the horizon.  “Stay with us tonight.  I would not have you cross the plains at night.”
 
   “I can find my way.”  She took her flashlight from her pack, shook it up, and flicked it on to demonstrate its power of illumination.
 
   Tonka smiled, the sort of smile usually reserved by parents for when their child does something at once cute and incredibly dumb.  “Darkness is not the danger,” he told her gently.  “Rather, the things that dwell therein.”
 
   That was a sobering thought.  “I, um, I haven’t seen any big bitey-critters yet,” she said.
 
   “Nor would you,” he countered.  “That being the qualifying factor of a predator’s success.  Yet there are fellcats in the plains, Taryn.  The smoke from our fires, and from yours, keeps them at bay, but I would not have you wandering the plains alone during the time they most often hunt, with the winter coming on and cubs to feed in their dens.  Stay the night, Taryn.”
 
   “Well, all right, if you insist.”  She put her flashlight away again, drawing in a breath as she stepped out into the evening air and letting it out again as a “Mmmmm.  Is it dinner-time already?”
 
   “A small meal,” he replied.
 
   “And poor stuff,” she guessed.  “Fit for fowl.”
 
   He chuckled.  
 
   Taryn’s eyes skipped around the village (the kraal, she corrected herself), pleased to be able to identify the lodges they passed together.  The Jiko lodge, the cooking place, he said, where they had eaten.  The Vyengo Machozi, where the injured and ill were tended, and which was also Ven’s personal space.  The Malalo Doya, where the scouts slept.  The Malalo Lima, where the horsemen he called the field-masters slept, and the smaller lodges he called Banda-dogo, the little barns, that housed the other farmers.
 
   Her feet dragged as her eyes lingered on the ‘little barns’.  She could see the silhouettes of horsemen coming in from the fields, just black shapes pulling carts, weariness showing in every step.  “Tonka,” she said hesitantly.  “Will you show me the bridles Morathi spoke of?”
 
   He glanced at her, his gaze level and assessing.  Without speaking, he touched her shoulder and turned aside.  She expected to be taken to one of the smaller out-buildings, a musty museum somewhere on the outskirts of the kraal.  Instead, he brought her to his own lodge, the Beti Kale, he had called it.  He opened the door and she went inside.
 
   She was a little afraid of what she would find, but it was just someone’s home.  She looked around, her eyes adjusting to the dim light that came in through the door, seeing painted leathers on the wall, a few simple shelves holding small boxes, a tall wooden table whose top was carved with a rearing horseman throwing a runka, a small hearth and a tall stack of firewood, a cup half-filled with water on a bench beside a fur-padded contraption she couldn’t begin to identify.  Taryn went over to puzzle this last object out.  It looked like a cot with one of those carpet-covered cat towers attached at one end.
 
   But there were a number of hide curtains stretched across the room, separating it from another space beyond, and when Tonka went ahead of her to pull them aside, she followed.  Here was the shrine to history and shame that she’d anticipated.  Here were the walls hanging with bridles and, yes, blinders.  Here was tack and saddles.  Here was a rolled hide and a horsehair whip.  And in one corner, there was something else, something like a metal saw-horse, very thin, with struts edging out both sides.  
 
   Taryn walked up to this object, trying to fathom its purpose.  The front legs—she guessed it was the front, anyway—stood straight up and down, but the rear ones curved out quite a long way before they arced down.  Old leather straps and buckles hung down from the central bar and from the rear supports.  It was pretty small, relatively speaking, but indefinably ugly.  She couldn’t see any way a horseman could be fixed to it, unless—
 
   “Was it for children?” she asked, appalled.  “For foals, I mean?”
 
   “No,” Tonka said quietly.  “It was for humans.”
 
   Taryn looked it over again, more confused than ever.  “Like…like stocks, or…?  What was it supposed to do?”
 
   Tonka put his hand on her shoulder and drew her away.  He exchanged places with her, got a hold of the device and pulled it out from the wall into the small available space in the center of this hidden room.  He gestured to her, and she moved obediently to take up position behind the thing.  He aligned her legs with the rear supports and cinched the old leather tight in the rusty buckles.  His hand touched her back, guiding her wordlessly and carefully down so that she lay on the wide bar.  She hugged the front legs of the device as Tonka brought the leather strap attached to the wide bar up and buckled her securely in place.  It was incredibly uncomfortable, bent so far forward on the unyielding metal.  All her weight was on her chest; there was nothing under her hips to feel braced against, just the constant pressure of the rear supports against her stiff legs.  She felt absurdly like she was mooning—
 
   “Oh sweet God,” she whispered, suddenly understanding.
 
   Tonka’s hand rested on her head briefly and then he began unharnessing her.  “They called it saddling, I’m told,” he said.  His tone was distant, calm.  “There were other fittings once, to raise the thing, for one.  A restraining vise for the stallion…if he wished to be restrained.  Those were brutal days, Taryn.  T’was more than vengeance.  T’was more than this generation of Farasai should ever have to bear.”
 
   “But you keep it.”  She stepped away from the saddle, rubbing her thighs compulsively where the restraints had bound her.  “You keep it.  My God, you sleep right next to it!”
 
   “This is the house of our histories,” he replied, holding his palms upward to her.  “And this is a part of our histories.  But they are burdens for a chieftain to bear.  And Morathi is correct.  We must never forget.”  He sighed and waved her on ahead, closing the hide curtains and shutting the awfulness of the room beyond away.  “But this is not your history, Taryn.  Come away.  Share a meal with me and do not think about this place.”
 
   She followed him back to the Jiko lodge, but she had no appetite.  Again, she was taken to the furthest table where she stood between Tonka and Morathi until the rest of the tables were filled.  There was no evening benediction this time.  There wasn’t really a meal, for that matter.  Dinner took the form of the flat trenchers of bread used as platters during the mid-day meal, nicely soaked with meat juices and spicy sauce, and now toasted and served with little bowls of extra sauce for dipping.  Tonka broke his in half and offered her the largest piece.  She shared it with Aisling, listening to the quiet talk drifting up from the other tables and thinking of saddles.
 
   “You’ve seen it,” Morathi remarked, eyeing his bread and smiling.
 
   Taryn nodded, giving a pinch of bread a little shake to entice a reluctant Aisling to try it.
 
   “Did you touch them?”
 
   She nodded again, her hand dropping unconsciously to rub at her thigh.
 
   “What did you feel?” Morathi asked.
 
   Taryn could sense the stillness in the room, but she did not allow it to affect her answer.  “Hatred.”
 
   “Ah.”  Morathi ate for a while, gazing across the room and into the dying coals of the open ovens.  “Aye,” he said at last.  “The smoke of those poison fires has set a stink that will never blow entirely away.  But why, I wonder, did you feel compelled to seek it out for yourself?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know.”  She made herself meet his sunken and knowing eyes.  “Maybe I just wanted to see concrete evidence that we humans aren’t the only ones capable of ugly behavior.”
 
   “Did you think you were?”
 
   “Well.”  She shrugged, uncomfortably aware of the listening horsemen, and picked at her bread.  “A few weeks ago, I thought humans were the only race of people in the whole world and I thought my world was the only world there was, so yeah, I thought we had a solid lock.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   “When I came to Arcadia and got the official unwelcome from all you fine folks, I knew it wasn’t because I’d done anything,” she said, keeping her eyes on her hands as she passed bread down to her waiting griffin.  “But I also knew you had to have your reasons, and the longer it went on, the worse I knew those reasons had to be.  I’ll be honest,” she said, looking up at Morathi.  “I’m astonished I’m here at all.  I’m astonished that you’re feeding me after what my people did to yours.”
 
   Morathi put his half-eaten trencher down, folded his hands on the table, and leaned in to look back at her.  “Should I be astonished, Taryn, that you eat what we feed you after what my people have done to yours?  Surely ours was the greater crime, for they believed we were not people when they began their abuses, and we knew well that they were when we inflicted ours.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of that.”  She tossed him a dry smile and gave the rest of her bread to Aisling.  “Revenge is a whole lot easier for me to understand.  Even now…”  She stopped and rubbed at her bangs, mostly as an excuse to hide her eyes from his penetrating stare.  But she could still feel it, still hear him listening, and she knew she had to finish.  “Even after I touched that…thing…my first thought was that they got what they deserved.”
 
   Stamping.  Mutters and grunts of dark agreement.  
 
   Taryn looked up into Morathi’s still and watchful face.  “And nobody,” she said softly, “could possibly deserve that.”
 
   Silence dropped over the lodge.  Morathi’s eyes closed and opened again on a look more piercing than it had been before.
 
   “But that doesn’t change how I feel,” Taryn said, and uttered a dispirited little laugh.  “I guess that’s a real backwards slide on that steep road to integrity.”
 
   “You see it so?”  Morathi seemed genuinely surprised.
 
   “You don’t?”  Taryn laughed.  “You can’t possibly see my sympathy for that degree of wholesale vindictiveness as a quality of good character.”
 
   “Shall I tell you what I see?” Morathi murmured.  He cupped her chin in one leathery hand and brought her eyes firmly up to his.  “I see a remarkable creature,” he said, his voice very low but easily carrying.  “One who does not hide her faults to overcome them.  One who struggles.  Who suffers.  And who forgives.  Aye, Taryn.  I see.”  He straightened, releasing her, and smiled.  “Will you sleep with me tonight?”
 
   In spite of the fact that she’d managed to feed all of her dinner to Aisling, Taryn still managed to choke.  She knew in the next instant, of course, that ‘sleep’ for a horseman meant precisely sleep, but she was still blushing down to the roots of her hair when she said, “Sure.”
 
   “Why do you color?” the young filly asked.
 
   “Because I’m deeply honored,” Taryn said, not quite with a straight face.  “Tonka, where’d those chocolate bars go?”
 
   Tonka nodded, and Shard detached herself from the table and went to the corner where foods made the transition from hearth to platters, returning in short order with the box of chocolate.  Taryn helped herself to a bar, unwrapped it, and broke it into squares, offering the first one to Tonka.
 
   He looked amused, but ate it, and the look of shock as the flavor hit him was definitely worth seeing.  “Tis for the young, I think,” he said, answering the open curiosity of those around him.  “Very sweet.  Very strange.  But—”  He looked intently at Taryn.  “Are these not all you have?”
 
   She shrugged and smiled at him.  “I think I’d rather share them out once in good company than hoard them for a few years by myself.”
 
   “Tis sweet.”  Ven had tried a square and was staring into space with a cautiously pleased expression.  “Is it always eaten thus?”
 
   “No, but this is how I got it.  You can melt some in a cup of hot milk, if you want.  Nice on cold and rainy nights.”
 
   “Milk?”  Ven laughed.  “Milk is for the very young!”
 
   “And for the very old,” Morathi added.  “I will try some.  Have it brought to me,” he said to Shard, his hand falling on Taryn’s shoulder.
 
   She picked Aisling up and walked alongside the elder horseman, past tables where chocolate bars were passing from hand to hand, tentatively sampled and met with varying degrees of appreciation.  Outside, the rest of the horsemen were still working on the trenchers, standing close together to eat while foals snatched bites in between running to fill cups.  The talk stopped as Taryn appeared and started again in hushed and foreign voices when she passed by.
 
   “I am pleased to have met you,” Morathi said as he led her across the commons.  “I have heard much.”
 
   “Really?  I wouldn’t have thought there was that much to tell you.”
 
   “How strange,” murmured the aged horseman.  “I detect no false modesty in your words.  Do you truly think yourself so unremarkable?”
 
   “Well…yeah.”  She laughed nervously at the sharp glance he gave her.  “There’s nothing special about me except Aisling.”
 
   “That is debatable.  But assuredly, the griffin is fortunate that t’was you who found him.”
 
   “I’d like to think that lots of people would have done what I did.”
 
   “Aye?  And whom did you entrust with his care before coming to Arcadia?”
 
   Taryn ran her hands over Aisling’s feathered head, silent.
 
   “Did you trust no one?”
 
   “I know people I think are honorable and good,” she answered slowly.  “But…how could I afford to make a mistake?  I’d be gambling with his life.”
 
   “If there are those you deem honorable, surely they could be trusted?”
 
   It was not quite a question, and every word a test.
 
   “You said earlier that the humans who enslaved your people probably thought they were doing the right thing,” she said.  “Because they didn’t see you as people.  Well, Aisling might be the only griffin left in my entire world, and I can guarantee you after trying to read up on them that humans definitely don’t see them as people.  I have friends…I had friends…who I thought were good people, but I couldn’t be sure they’d see him the same way I did.  I had to realize that all I really knew was that my friends were good to other humans and there really might be a distinct difference if these same people were introduced to griffins.  Besides, I’m not an infallible judge of character, and I don’t see everything my friends do.  That wasn’t something I really wanted to think about either, but once again, I couldn’t risk Aisling’s life.  The only people I really, completely trusted were my parents and my sister, and I still couldn’t tell them.”
 
   “Nay?”
 
   “He’s the only griffin there is,” Taryn said, stroking the soft feathers.  “That makes him either very threatening or very valuable to the wrong people.  They’d come and get him if they ever heard about him, and I couldn’t stop them.  I couldn’t protect Aisling, and I couldn’t protect my family.  I can afford to make all kinds of mistakes in my life, but not about this.  It was best just not to tell anybody.”
 
   Morathi opened the door to a lodge and held it for her.  “The waters of your heart run deep,” he said meditatively.  “I think it would be quite interesting to know you better.”
 
   There was a fire burning low in the hearth and at least a dozen of those cot/cat-tower contraptions lining one wall, one of them separate from the rest and closer to the fire.  As Taryn circled, unsure, Morathi lowered himself onto the thing, tucking up his legs so that his weight was supported by the low cot-part.  The cat-tower instantly became a cushioned bolster atop a support sized perfectly for Morathi to set his folded arms atop.  He relaxed with a sigh, leaning his head into his folded arms, his tail swishing twice before it stilled.
 
   “Come beside me,” he invited, gesturing to a pile of folded blankets.  When she had joined him, kicking off her shoes and curling against his sleek-furred side with a blanket thrown over both of them, he said, “Tis a euphemism for your kind, is it not?”
 
   “What is?” she asked, blushing.
 
   “When I asked you to sleep with me.”  He smiled at her and dropped a particularly evil old-man’s wink.
 
   She giggled, ducking a little further under her half of the blanket.  “Yeah, sort of.  It’s a human thing.”
 
   “Aye, well, we Farasai are brazen enough in that regard, as doubtless you will find if you spend very much more time among us, but we do not call the act ‘sleep’.”  He gave an especially horse-like snort at the very thought.  “And for that matter, you may be well warned that it is a horseman ‘thing’ for the Ven of a clan to offer her chieftain’s sexual services to well-favored travelers.”
 
   Taryn blinked at him, then tried on a laugh.  “Well, surely that wouldn’t apply to me.”
 
   “Ha.  Ven takes her duties quite seriously and she is much impressed by you.  I have no doubt she will make the offer.  And you will accept,” he added sternly, giving her nose a thump with the tip of one finger.  He laughed at her expression, adding, “To what purpose?  None.  But it would be a telling thing for the clan to see.  Ask him to teach you Castles.  I think you should be quite good.  Ah!  My milk is come.”
 
   Shard had brought a tray with three cups and took one for herself after serving Morathi and Taryn.  “I like your chocolate very much,” she said shyly.  “Father says we may make a honey pull for you tomorrow.”
 
   “Father?”
 
   “Tonka.”  The filly flicked her tail proudly.  “My siblings and I make very good honey pulls and ‘tis good to have an excuse to do so.  I would eat candy every day if I could.”
 
   “So could I, back when I was a kid.”
 
   “Kid?”  Shard drew back, puzzled.  “You are human, not satyr.  Why would your young be kids?”
 
   “Oh, human children have a lot in common with little goats,” Taryn said mildly.  “They eat everything, they climb on everything…”
 
   Morathi laughed loudly.
 
   “A riddle!” Shard said with delight.  “I know riddles!  Tell me another!”
 
   “Sure.  When is a door not a door?”
 
   The elder’s eyes sparkled—clearly, he knew this one—but he watched as the young filly puzzled over it.
 
   “When…when it is a hide flap?” she guessed.
 
   “Nope.  When it’s a jar.”
 
   The filly stood there holding her cocoa for a second or two, and then made the leap from ajar to a jar.  Her mouth dropped open and her ears came suddenly forward.  “That’s very good!” she gasped.
 
   “I would have thought for sure you’d get that,” Taryn said.  “I never did when I was younger.  When I was a kid,” she amended, just to see Shard smile.  “Humans don’t use words like ajar anymore when they can just say open.  Don’t ask me why,” she added.  “Human language is always changing.”
 
   Shard nodded solemnly.  “You use many words I understand only because of those you use aside of them.  But ‘tis still a good riddle.  Will you tell me another?”
 
   “One more,” Morathi said firmly.  Several other horsemen, mostly adults but some foals, had come into the lodge and were bedding down.
 
   “Okay.”  Taryn dug up and discarded a number of ones she thought too obvious or too obscure, and then said, “What has four wheels and flies?”
 
   “A dragon chariot!” Shard said at once.
 
   “They have but two wheels,” one of the other horsemen remarked.
 
   “Two dragon chariots!” Shard countered, just as energetically.
 
   “N-nooo.  At least, that’s a very good answer, but it wasn’t the one I was looking for.”
 
   Morathi unexpectedly burst out laughing, slapping one hand to his brow.  “Ah, I have it, I think,” he said, shaking his head.  “A manure cart.  Is it so?”
 
   “Yep, that’s it.”  Or close enough, anyway.  She doubted they had garbage trucks in Arcadia.
 
   “That’s clever,” a horsewoman said, lopsidedly smiling.  “You would be a prize to beat at the Gathering, traveler.”
 
   Yeah, right.  The way a talking dog would be a prize to beat, but flattery was flattery, even if it was mostly due to the novelty of her.  It was a step up from setting guards on her.
 
   The horsemen settled themselves and the fire burned low.  Taryn drowsed with Aisling on her hip and her back leaned against Morathi’s side.  The griffin’s gentle chirring led her through the unfamiliar territory of snapping coals and swishing tails down into sleep.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   37.  Little Mare
 
    
 
   The nightmare began in the barn, in a stall made into a cage by the addition of smoke-hardened staves.  They may as well be iron bars.  None of them, not even if they all pulled together, had the strength to break free.
 
   The stall was not large—it had been sized to pen cattle and last used to house one of the horsemen—but it held twelve of them now.  There was room enough to sit when sleep overwhelmed them, but the stink of rotting straw and their own filth forced most of them to stand whenever possible.  Most of them.  One of their number had not risen for several days.  She sat and rocked and sometimes wept, but would not stand.  The filth of their imprisonment was growing up around her; she would not clear it away.  Looking down the row of stalls was like looking into a hall of mirrors, but the stalls on the far side of the barn stood empty.  They were not all here.
 
   Just who ‘they all’ were was completely unknown to Taryn.  Like the identity of the rocking woman who huddled at her feet, she recognized everything but knew nothing.  She knew this was a dream, but she didn’t know what to do with it.  Just knowing she was dreaming couldn’t seem to help her wake up, and that added its own dimension of dread and unreality to her surroundings that was difficult to feel past.
 
   The barn doors opened and Taryn knew at once that the men were being brought in from the fields.  In the same unexplained way, she knew that there were less of them than had gone out in the morning.  Their faces were painful to see, masks of agony behind their bridles and blinders.  Taryn didn’t know any of them, recognized all of them, knew that there was family among them, and couldn’t know who.  She watched in helpless horror as the men were stripped of their tack and forced into stalls by their inhuman captors, but it was not just the sight of them staggering into cages that filled her with apprehension.  Something was coming, something her conscious mind did not understand.
 
   A single cry came from one of the women’s stalls, quickly hushed by other prisoners.  There was sobbing, moaning, but mostly there was silence.  They were all waiting.
 
   The horsemen locked the men’s cages.  One of them began to move down the line, dropping handfuls of raw grains through the bars to the filthy floor.  Taryn watched these men she didn’t know scrabble for it on their hands and knees, punching at each other and kicking at the fallen.  She was still watching when the hand came through the bars and caught her chin.
 
   She was forced to face him, to look up into his ugly, beast’s face.  A part of her recognized Tonka; most of her saw only ‘horseman’, an animal that should by God’s will still be captive here.  He looked at her with his awful eyes and she looked back, dimly fearful and not understanding why.
 
   “Oh it must be this one,” Tonka said musingly.  “Aye.  See the way she stares.  She has no fear at all.  I think I must excite her,” he added with a small smile.
 
   His fellows laughed.
 
   Taryn wanted to talk to him, to ask what was happening, but her voice was frozen.  The stall was opened, women beaten back with horsehair whips and the butts of spears.  Taryn didn’t think to press back with the rest of them, although that much certainly seemed to be within her power.  She only turned around, bewildered and vaguely terrified on that same sub-conscious level, and watched a horseman reach in for her.
 
   She was seized by the hair and pulled stumbling onto the bare floor.  Tonka was there, holding a bridle.  She had time to cry out once, the sound plaintive and confused, and then the bit was forced into her mouth, cracking a tooth and filling her mouth with the taste of copper.  She twisted around, searching him out with pleading eyes, and he covered them with blinders.
 
   The horsemen were laughing as they crowded in around her, prodding at her shoulders and slapping at her thighs.  Tonka allowed it, extolling the virtues of his captive, calling loud attention to her hair and inviting comment on the wisdom of breeding her and to whom.  Taryn was jostled violently from hand to hand as this was debated.  She grabbed at the bridle, hunting out the buckles, and Tonka said, “It would seem my little mare is eager.  Let us speak of it another time.  I would not keep her waiting.”
 
   A hard yank initiated their retreat.  Taryn staggered blindly, being dragged along by the head.  When she stumbled, as she often did, she was prevented from falling by his close grip on the reins, but hung by her neck until she could right herself.  She couldn’t keep her feet under her for more than a few steps, but he never slowed his pace.  When she groped for his side for balance, he laughed and slapped her hips.
 
   “You’ll have all of me soon enough, little mare,” he told her, a cruel imitation of comfort.  “Control yourself.  You’ll not wait much longer.”
 
   She heard a door open and then she was pushed.  She landed sprawling, her palms and knees stinging and wet when she touched them.  The door closed and she was pulled to her feet.
 
   “Patience, mare.”  His hands undressed her roughly.  She tried to fight, but her slaps and kicks went wide; he ignored them and she was bared.  “Gods,” he muttered, and his voice was so thick with disgust that she raised her arms instinctively to cover herself.
 
   He moved away.  She heard liquid pouring, the sounds of drinking, an empty cup hitting a wooden surface.  “Gods,” he said again, quietly.  
 
   Silence.  She stood shivering, waiting.  Eventually, he moved back to her and took up the reins again.
 
   She was dragged head-first across the room and then pushed face-down onto a thinly-padded plank.  She knew what it was at once and she screamed around the bit, shoving wildly back, but his hand gripped her neck and pressed her flat.  A strap came around her waist, cinched so tightly that she could scarcely breathe.  She kicked frantically, but he caught each leg in its turn and held them easily as he strapped them to their wide supports.  Her arms weren’t restrained.  She tried to free herself, but couldn’t reach the buckles.
 
   “There now, my frisky little mare.  We can dispense with this.”  His hands pulled her blinders and then unfastened her bridle.  He smiled at her, his eyes shining with ugly contempt, as he set them aside.  “You haven’t done this before, I think,” he said.  “I shall explain how it is done.  This is a repayment, human, for abuses our females have suffered.  They were forced to accept your males in unnatural human ways.  Now you shall do the same.”
 
   “No, please don’t do this,” she babbled.  “Please, don’t!  Please!”
 
   “I am not swayed by ‘please’,” he spat, and then took a breath and smiled again.  “But I am not wholly dissatisfied to hear it.  Listen well, human.  What happens now is entirely your choice.”
 
   Taryn pressed her hands to her mouth, tears streaming down her cheeks, and Tonka came towards her, towards her and over her, stepping onto the runners alongside the saddle.  He stopped there and stood his hind legs apart.  His voice came from the sky, surrounding her, cold and thick with hate.  “Take me, human.  Take me in your hands.”
 
   “No,” she whispered.  “No, I won’t.”
 
   “Aye,” he said grimly.  “Aye, you will.  In your hands and in your mouth, as my sisters were forced to do for your filthy kind.  You’ll take me, human, and you’ll drink of me and if you do not, I shall be saddled.”
 
   His organ, black and wet, began to protrude from his sheath.  His tail swished, slapping at her face.  “Take me,” he commanded.
 
   She covered her face and wept.
 
   “Very well, eager mare.  I’ll have you if you demand me.”  He stepped back and off the runners, then moved around behind her, out of sight.  There was a mechanic rattle, the sound of rusted gears working, and Taryn was raised in two hard jerks.  His hand struck her sharply on her buttocks, a slap like the crack of a whip.  Then he reared—she could hear him rear—and came down on the runners again.  His hot belly crushed down on her back, pressing a gasping shriek out of her.  A greater heat slapped at her from behind; something hard and thick pushed between her thighs.
 
   Taryn lost her mind to terror, screaming over and over until her voice cracked and her throat bled.  He waited, unmoving, until she was done, and then surged forward.
 
   He did not penetrate.  His animal hardness pushed slickly beneath her, rubbing and parting her folds to nudge at her exposed belly.  He thrust, measured and steady, pushing breath from her in the same rhythm, making her a part of the mating.  She couldn’t struggle, couldn’t even twitch a leg.  She pressed her fists to her mouth, sobbing hoarsely, shoved and jostled by his movements until it ended with a great splash across her chest and belly.
 
   She sagged into the bar beneath her, crying soundlessly, as he dismounted.  He came back before her, slapping her in passing to raise her head before he stepped onto the runners to present himself, his male organ wet and hanging.  
 
   “Take me,” he said.
 
   “Please stop this!” she wailed.  “I didn’t do anything to you!”
 
   He reared back in a storm of angry motion, his hooves slamming into the ground hard enough to shake the saddle.  “We did nothing to you!” he shouted.  “We gave you grain when you were starving!  We showed you the ways of building lodges!  See how we were repaid!”
 
   “Please, no!”
 
   “Aye, beg me, little mare, beg me!  But you will each one of you answer for the obscenities you have forced on us and your part is here!  Take me now, mare, or I’ll be well-saddled!”
 
   She slapped at her back, screaming, trying to reach her restraints.
 
   Tonka drew a breath, let it out with a shudder, and moved away.  He poured himself another cup from the flagon on the table beside her bridle and drank it, watching her struggles with brooding eyes over the rim of his cup.  When he set it empty on the table again, his face was stone.  He stepped around behind her.  
 
   His fingers invaded her, one and then two, plying and stretching her before finally forcing a third.  She shrieked, trying madly for freedom and succeeded only in rocking the saddle, an act that brought her roughly back against him.
 
   “You like this, do you?” he spat, and pumped his hand hard into her.  “I’ll give you something to be grateful for, my eager mare.”
 
   He clopped away and Taryn in a panic tried to get at her buckles again.  She could see him taking something down from the wall.  The bundle he fetched seemed at first sight to be a tangle of straps and buckles, but as he reared and began to connect rings to hooks overhead, a horseman-sized harness began to take shape above her.  When he had it up, gently ringing as it swayed overhead, he went back to the wall to retrieve another object, something like a pair of padded bars, which he fixed to the saddle’s rear supports.  It fit over her, one bar curved snugly against her bottom while the other arched further out.  Tonka clamped it securely in place and then reached through the bars to prod at her sex.
 
   “I could kill you without this,” he said coldly.  “Thank me, mare.”
 
   “Please don’t do this to me!” she screamed.
 
   “Thank me, or I’ll not use it.  And you want me to use it, mare, for I mean to be well-saddled.  Thank me, or I’ll have it down.”
 
   She sucked in breath after horrified, disbelieving breath, and as his hand raised, howled out, “Thank you, oh God, please don’t do this to me!”
 
   He reared.
 
   She shrieked.
 
   He came down into his harness and rocked forward.  His shaft, goliath and searing, pushed at her again.  This time, he shoved up and not forward, splitting her, imbedding himself perhaps an inch.  She hung forward and retched, and he pushed again, groaning, wedging himself minutely deeper.
 
   “Gods, mare, you are a vise!” he groaned, and shivered back.  He withdrew, cantering away and striking at the ground for several long seconds before approaching her again.  His fingers invaded her, stretching, testing, but only for a moment.  He moved away and she could see him, the arm-length rod of him pulsing as he walked.  She heard him take something from the tack-shelf and then he came back to her with a clay jar in his hands.
 
   “I’ll do it!” she screamed.  “I’ll do it, I’ll do it, come back!”
 
   “Nay, mare, that soil is soured.”  Something cold and greasy slathered into her.  His fingers worked in, two and three and four and then none at all.  He set the jar on the table beside her blinders and resumed his place behind her.  He reared, the harness above her ringing melodiously as he fit himself to it, and then he was pushing through the restraining bars back to her.  
 
   “There, now,” he grunted, and shoved himself inside her.
 
   Her voice shattered on her scream; she retched violently, the sound broken into hoarse gusts he directed with his entering thrusts.  The pain burst bright and ugly, but there was not so much of it that she could not feel him swelling her, filling her.
 
   He stopped.  She could feel him in hellish clarity, feel the blood that pulsed in his shaft, feel each shiver of his muscles, the minute settling of his hoof.
 
   “Saddled,” Tonka breathed, his voice strained.  He said nothing more for a time, and then, fiercely, “Now, my mare, we ride!”
 
   It was a violent, ugly, awful ride.  His thrusts were strong and sure, pumping at her like a gigantic piston, crushing her from the inside out.  His flanks struck the restraining bar, shaking the saddle that contained her, forcing her to share a mimicry of enthusiasm as she rocked back and forth.  The hairs of his belly brushed at her bare back; she could feel his terrible weight suspended in the harness above her.  She could not escape even the sound or smell of him.  He enveloped and consumed her, he filled all her senses, he defeated time itself and took her for eternity.
 
   It was not until she lay limp and shaking, dry of tears and tasting blood and bile, that his mating took on its own energy apart from the mere punishment of her.  His movements quickened, he finished with her swiftly in a flood of heat and then kicked back, dismounting.
 
   She heard him stamp twice before he moved around to stare at her.  She gazed at the ground between his front hooves, hollow.
 
   “Had enough of me, mare?” he asked finally.  “Or will you have another ride?”
 
   She shook her head listlessly.  When he mounted the runners on either side of her, she reached to take him into her trembling hands.  “I don’t know what to do,” she whispered.
 
   “Grip.”  It sounded as though his jaws were clenched.  His voice was tight and hateful.  “Move your one hand, hold me in the other.  There, my mare, just so.  Gently.  Slowly.”
 
   He began to harden under her broken obedience.  His hips shuddered forward now and then, pumping into her hands.  She stroked, her head hanging and her eyes shut tight.
 
   “Now, mare.”  He came a little closer, his hooves sounding metallically through the saddle as he moved to bring his rigid shaft before her face.  “Finish.  Finish or we ride again.”
 
   “I can’t,” she wept.  “I would, but I can’t.”
 
   “Then take what you can, mare.”
 
   She opened her mouth and guided him forward until the slickened, musky heat of him was at her lips.  She tasted the grease of whatever he had used to wet her.  She tasted herself.
 
   “Grip me, mare.  Pull, and I will push.  Mate with me and mate in earnest, or I’ll have you saddled yet again, as often as it takes to prove your apology.”
 
   His flanks thrust, gently at first, more firmly as she met him in kind.  Her hands rubbed and squeezed, pulling down his great length.  The head of him nudged achingly at her strained jaws.
 
   “Your mouth, mare,” he warned her, and she licked miserably at his invading rod.  “That’s it.  Good mare.  You have a talent for this.  Now drink.”
 
   He flooded her and she struggled back, trying to swallow and vomiting instead.  She hung in the saddle as he dismounted her, spitting and coughing and gagging on breath.
 
   His hand rested on her bent head for a moment, then stroked down her hair and finished with a pat to her hip.  “Good mare,” he said wearily.  “You and I are repaid.”
 
   But he didn’t unharness her.  He went to the lodge door and opened it, bringing in a gust of cool air.  “I will send your next stud in to you,” he called.  “You were penitent enough.  I will order him to be restrained.”
 
   Fresh hooves came in for her, and Taryn found she had a few tears left after all.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   38.  Taryn’s Hands
 
    
 
   For Taryn, trapped in sleep like a bug in amber, the hand on her shoulder was first a horror—the hand of a mounting, furious horseman—and then a quaking relief as it shook her into waking.  She kicked back into the soft, warm sides of Morathi and stared around at wooden walls and empty beds, breathing hard and fast.
 
   The dream, mercifully, had already begun to fade, but it did not go quietly.  She could still feel the pinch of the straps tingling under her skin.  She could still feel a lingering bruised ache in the parts of her that stubbornly insisted she had been saddled.  Even her jaw tried to tell her it was sore.  But gradually, reality took root in her and there ultimately came a time when she could look around at the horseman she pressed against without wanting to scream.
 
   Morathi was alone with her now.  The others had already risen and gone about their daily business.  Morathi watched her orient herself in time and truth, his expression curiously sympathetic.  His hand was still on her shoulder; his arm kept her cradled and she inched a little further into its protection without thinking.
 
   “You cried out in your dreams,” he said, once her heart had slowed.
 
   “It was a bad one.”  She looked around at him, her eyes flashing wide.  “I didn’t say anything, did I?”
 
   “Aye, once.  You said, ‘please’.”  He studied her, his ears moving constantly but his face perfectly still.  “Old men sleep little,” he said eventually.  “I watched you while you dreamed.”
 
   Was that his way of saying he knew what her nightmare had been?  Probably.  She felt dull heat steal into her face and she scooted away from him to put her shoes on, trying to will herself calm.
 
   “Where’s Aisling?” she asked suddenly.
 
   “You were restless,” Morathi replied.  “And he, nervous.  I sent him out in the company of young Shard.  It has been some little time since then.  I suspect he has found some entertainment about the kraal.”
 
   Taryn got to her feet and backed a step or two toward the door.  “I need to find him,” she said apologetically.
 
   “Of course.”  Morathi braced his arms on the bolstered support of his bed and rose, one leg at a time, carefully testing his weight before stepping out to follow her.
 
   Aisling was in the pheasant pen, along with a dappled colt collecting eggs.  The young griffin wasn’t much of a help; he alternated between chasing the hens and running screeching from the cock, but he seemed to be a sound entertainment for the foals doing chores nearby.
 
   When Taryn called out to him, Aisling squawked happily and galloped toward her, colliding with the pickets and woven net that corralled the fowl.  He goggled at this unexpected restraint and then threw himself at it, scratching madly to be let out.  When she lifted him, his feathers came forward and he pressed exuberantly at her bangs, a welcome ritual that took the last of the tension from her body and allowed her to feel the sun’s rays for the first time.
 
   She heard the heavy approach of a grown horseman as she stroked Aisling’s beak and turned to see Tonka coming for her.  Just Tonka, the real Tonka, and his smile was for the real her.  “I should be going,” she said, setting Aisling on his feet.
 
   “So early?”
 
   “I can’t really take this much time off.  My winter is coming, too.  I have…”  She shook her head and pushed back her unruly hair.  “I have so much to do.”
 
   He nodded, but stamped a rear hoof.  “You must eat, at least,” he said.  “Stay until mid-day.  My children are making sweets to give you.”
 
   She couldn’t bring herself to refuse.  The foals would be devastated.
 
   Tonka smiled at her mute surrender.  “Come, eat,” he said.  “And feed your foundling. He would not take from my hand, nor any other.”  Which may have been true, although Aisling certainly seemed to appreciate the petting Tonka now addressed to his feathered head.  When his attention returned to Taryn’s face, he was suitably chieftain-like once more, all dignity and formality.  “Share one last meal from my table, traveler.  Ven has reserved food to break your night’s fast.  Tis poor stuff—”
 
   “Oh please.  Your pheasants must eat like kings.”
 
   “—but I pray it will suffice.  Ah, look.”  He was staring out over the high field, watching a group of youngsters galloping wildly toward them.  Shrieks and giggles surrounded them, drawing the eye of the farmers in the fields for a moment or two as they rushed past.  Tonka’s tail snapped out as he watched them.  “They’ve found a hive, I see.  And come back bearing the scars of battle, no doubt.”
 
   “Which ones are yours?” Taryn asked.
 
   He looked at her with some astonishment.  “All of them.”
 
   It was her turn to blink around at him.  No less than fourteen foals were running across the field and all appeared to be the same age.  “Because you’re the chief,” she guessed, “Or…?”
 
   “Because I sired of their mothers,” he answered, still looking faintly surprised.
 
   “Well.”  She could only stare at him for a moment.  “Well, gosh.  There sure are a lot of them.”
 
   He smiled, his chest swelling slightly and his tail raising in a posture of equine pride.  “Aye.  Sixteen this past season.”  He began to walk, leading her to the lodge where meals were held.  “From ten the season before.  The coming winter promises an even greater reap.”  His tail swished.  “The great Gathering shall be here in my kraal.  I anticipate a feast of mares.”
 
   My eager mare.
 
   Taryn swallowed the sick bile that clenched in her at the dream-echo of his innocent words, then forced a smile.  “That’s the second time I’ve heard of that,” she said.  “What is it?”‘
 
   “There are many clans of Farasai in the Valley,” he replied.  “Each winter, come the feast of Long-Night, a delegation of each is sent to a chieftain’s kraal.  It is a great sharing.  There are contests and story-telling.  And riddles,” he added with a sidelong glance.  “And much feasting.  Often, distant kin will stay or others go.  Thus, our bloodlines strengthen.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “I would have you attend,” he went on, his brows drawing together.  “But the others of my kind do not know you as I do.  Perhaps another time.”
 
   She wasn’t planning on staying in Arcadia indefinitely, but she said nothing.  Tonka sounded so wistful.  She didn’t want to offend him by announcing out of hand that the next time he hosted the Gathering, she’d almost certainly be gone.
 
   The Jiko-lodge was already busy preparing the mid-day meal.  Horsemen were working and loudly talking, plucking butchered pheasants and stirring pots.  Ven, in charge of them all, noticed Taryn’s entrance and came forward at once, looking distinctly fierce.
 
   “I expected you earlier, traveler,” she said with maternal disapproval.  “You ate nothing at late-meal and slept through early.”  Her hands caught Taryn’s chin, tilting back her head so that she could peer into Taryn’s eyes.  “And I mislike your color.”
 
   “I’m always this pale,” Taryn said mildly.  “I’m Irish.”
 
   “What you are is overworked and underfed,” Ven stated with authority.  She released Taryn’s chin and folded her arms, stamping a forehoof.  “You must stay here another day.”
 
   “No, I must go home and get some work done is what I must do.”  Taryn couldn’t suppress the smile that wanted to come out and play with Ven’s ferocious scowl and didn’t even try.  “I must gather some firewood and get some grapes and nuts while they’re still around.  I must try to harvest some grain and check on my baskets.  I must try to figure out this whole stone-knapping business because I’m going to need an axe.  And if nothing else, I must go home and water my potatoes so they root in instead of just blight up and rot.  It’s been wonderful to meet you all, but really, when it comes to must, I must go home.”
 
   Ven looked at Tonka.  He shrugged minutely.  The horsewoman’s lips thinned and her ears lay flat.  She looked severely back at Taryn.  “You’ll stay,” she said ominously, “another day.”
 
   “Can’t be done.  Thanks anyway, but—”
 
   “Hush, human.”  Ven straightened and glowered into Tonka’s amused and tolerant smile.  “For the gods’ sakes, will you not find a kinsman to see to her crop that she may rest?”
 
   “I will go,” a horsewoman offered.  Around her neck, she wore Taryn’s drop pendant necklace.  “Tis a very small garden,” she added, as though trying to convince a dubious crowd.
 
   Taryn was stung.  “That took me a whole week to clear,” she said, punching her fists onto her hip.  “It’s not like I had a plow!”
 
   “She worked very hard,” the horsewoman agreed when the others at the cookfires glanced around to stare at Taryn.  “She did not even have a sickle.  She cleared the grass all by hand and tore them very badly.  Show them your hands.”
 
   Suddenly, all the eyes in the whole room were on her and everyone was very still.
 
   Taryn put her hands in her pockets, flushing.  Ven, ears completely flat now, seized her wrists and pulled them back out.  She glared at the raised and healing scars, her lips thinning to a single, white slash.
 
   Tonka, his smile completely gone, touched a finger to Taryn’s palm.  She winced, curling her fingers protectively, and he exchanged a look with Ven.  “Go, Nin,” he said quietly.  “Take a foal plow and a tiller to leave with her.  Gods, human, why did you do this?”
 
   “I was running out of time.”  She looked crossly from one to the other of them.  “It’s not that bad.”
 
   “Aye,” Tonka said.  “It is.  Ven, you have the keeping of her.  Nay, Taryn, this is not a discussion.  I will go and tell our lord where you can be found for the next small while.”
 
   “Small while?” she echoed, trying to follow him.  Ven’s hands were gently but insistently towing her away.  “You’ve got to be kidding!  Look!  They’ve healed over!  I’m fine!”
 
   He didn’t even glance back at her before he left.
 
   “Human,” Ven said and then, more softly, “Taryn.”
 
   She looked up at the horsewoman, exasperated.
 
   “They are not healed, Taryn,” Ven said.  “They are poisoned.  Badly.”
 
   Taryn stared, uncomprehending.  She looked down at her palms.  “No, they’re not,” she said blankly.  “I used antibiotic ointment.  I bandaged them.”
 
   “They are poisoned, Taryn, and if they are not tended, you are going to lose your hands.”
 
   Taryn felt her mouth drop open.  She stared up at Ven and then down at her hands again.  She flexed the fingers and felt the bruisy throb that answered the little movement, but it couldn’t be that bad, really.  Sure, the scars were a little swollen, but they were healing.  Lose her hands?  The skin had completely grown over, it was healed!
 
   At her feet, Aisling uttered a happy squawk and pounced on her shoelace.  She looked at him, her mind swirling without coherent thought, and then bent and picked him up, hugging him in confusion to her chest.  He preened her with enthusiasm.  Life was grand.  Happy Aisling.  She was going to lose her hands?
 
   “Come.”  This time, when Ven reached for her, Taryn let herself be taken.  Ven took her from the lodge, her hand resting heavily on Taryn’s shoulder.  They crossed the kraal to yet another lodge, the Vyengo Machozi this time, attracting some attention from those they passed.  Behind them, Tonka galloped at full speed out into the plains and the horsewoman Nin went in another direction, leading a cart loaded with gardening gear.  The foals were busy at an outdoor table, lined up in rows to pull a nut-brown taffy.  Morathi, watching over them, frowned as he met Taryn’s eyes and saw the lodge to which they were headed.
 
   It was one of the smallest lodges in the kraal, perhaps only twenty feet long and half as wide.  Ven’s bed occupied one corner and there were others arranged before a dimly-glowing hearth, but Ven took her instead to an empty table and lifted her onto it as though she were a toddler at a doctor’s office.  A foal appeared, hugging the doorframe, her eyes huge and frightened as she stared at Taryn.  The horsewoman brought down lamps from her shelves and gradually the room grew bright.
 
   “I tried to wrap them,” Taryn said lamely.  The horsewoman was washing her hands and did not reply.  “I was so careful.”
 
   Ven moved to put herbs and water into a kettle and set it over the coals, adding wood to the embers.
 
   “I haven’t got my gardening gloves yet.”
 
   “You did not know better.”
 
   “No, I did know better,” Taryn argued.  “That’s why I was so careful!”
 
   Aisling squawked loudly, bristling.
 
   Ven glanced at the door where the foal still huddled and her tail swished.  “Kapi, take the griffin out and feed him.”
 
   “He won’t eat for us,” the foal whispered, but he came to take Aisling anyway.  The griffin struggled as he was lifted from Taryn’s arms, his talons ripping tiny holes in Taryn’s shirt as he fought to hold on.  She unhooked him, petting him once to try and calm him, and then gripped her knees and tried to sit still, ignoring his receding screeches as best she could.
 
   Ven shut the door after the foal had gone.  “Remove your clothing,” she ordered.  
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I would examine all of you.”  She moved to her shelves, setting several items out on the table beside Taryn—bandages, bottles, knives—and she didn’t look around to see if Taryn obeyed.
 
   “Do you know what you’re doing?”
 
   “I am Ven.”  
 
   “That’s terrific for you, but do you know what you’re doing with humans?”
 
   Ven wordlessly took hold of Taryn’s t-shirt and stripped it up and off.  She leaned in, prodding carefully at Taryn’s throat, her underarms, her breasts and her belly, frowning and murmuring to herself from time to time.  “Lie back,” she said at last.
 
   Taryn obeyed, unfastening her jeans so that the horsewoman could remove them easily.  Her shoes and socks went next (her toes were separated and closely inspected) and then her panties.  Taryn instinctively clenched her thighs tight, but Ven firmly opened them again.
 
   ‘Relax and think of Ireland,’ Taryn thought dazedly.  She stared at the thatched ceiling, her arms tensely at her sides, as the horsewoman touched her.
 
   “You are not well,” was the ultimate verdict, and Ven brought her back into a sitting position. 
 
   “I feel fine.”
 
   “You are sore throughout.”
 
   “Well, of course I’m a little stiff.  I’ve been working incredibly hard.”
 
   “Your blood is weak.”
 
   “No, I told you, I’m just Irish.”
 
   “Taryn.”  Ven cupped her face in both her hands and leaned in close, filling Taryn’s vision with the sight of her not-quite-human face.  “The poison is well-rooted in you and your heart is weary.  You are very ill.”
 
   “I don’t feel ill,” she said in a small voice.
 
   “Aye, you do.  But you are too tired to know it.  You have been working very hard,” she added in a kind voice.  “And by the day that you did realize the greater hurt, it would be too late for healer’s help.  If you went home today, the fever would be upon you tomorrow.  Before you roused from it, your hands will have swelled and split.  You would be dead in another day once that happened.  Two, at most.”
 
   The speed of infection that Ven suggested proved too much for Taryn’s mind to accept.  No one could really die in two days, not from something like this.  She looked down at her palms again, then made them into fists, rejecting them and everything Ven said they represented.  “But that’s just not poss—”
 
   “The gods compelled you to come when you did,” Ven said and released her.  “You may argue with them, young human, but not with me.  I am Ven, and my path is clear.”  She went to the fire and set her knives in the coals.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Taryn asked.  She couldn’t take her eyes off the knives.  The blades blackened and then began slowly to gleam.
 
   “First, I hurt.”  Ven began to wash Taryn’s hands with the hot, herbed water.  They ached where the horsewoman’s fingers pressed on them.  “Then, I heal.”
 
   The knives came out of the fire and were rinsed in the herbed water.
 
   “Be still as you can,” Ven said, taking Taryn’s right wrist and turning it palm up.
 
   ‘She’s going to stab me in the hand,’ Taryn thought, shocked.  ‘For no damn reason.’
 
   She’d been prepared to cut off a thumb for Antilles, but this was days later and very different.  She opened her mouth to scream and then snapped it shut with a grimace as the blade went in, sizzling as it touched her.
 
   Blood sprayed out from her swollen palms, but it was like not blood Taryn had ever seen.  It was thin, almost orange-tinted, more like tomato juice than blood, and the pain that had sunk into her hands actually seemed to ease a little instead of increase.  Ven washed the blood away with a handful of herbed water.  It stung.
 
   “Patience,” Ven murmured.  She put her thumbs on Taryn’s palm and rubbed, massaging to the point of pain and then pulling the skin suddenly taut.  Taryn felt a peculiar sunken-bursting sensation and then a great bubble of greenish-white fluid seeped from the gash in her palm.
 
   “Oh yuck!” Taryn cried, absolutely aghast.
 
   “Stillness,” Ven reminded her.  “Still as you can.  We are yet in time, but now there will be pain.”  She took a small pad and soaked it in the herbed water, then pressed it to the wound.
 
   Pain, she’d said, and pain there was.  It went through her all the way to the pit of her stomach, swift and brilliant as lightning.  Taryn thought she screamed, wrenching bodily back (but holding her hand very still, still as she could) and straining her jaws open, but the sound was all in her mind.  Her voice was locked, frozen like the rest of her body, and she couldn’t force so much as a breath out of her.  Ven washed and rubbed, washed and pushed, washed and squeezed, and Taryn fell out into a sky of white and screamed her screams of silence.
 
   When it was finally done, the pain ebbed down into a hot throbbing oddly reminiscent of horse’s hooves, and Taryn sagged forward, clutching at her wrist with her (as yet) uninjured hand.  She shook all over, hurt all over.  The strain of keeping herself so rigidly still had been as good as an hour’s hard run.  She thought she might even be sweating, or perhaps only crying.  She couldn’t seem to concentrate enough to tell which for sure.  She had eyes only for her hand, now looking so little and harmless and pink, looking so incapable of producing this awful, blistering ache.
 
   “You bore that as well as any warrior,” Ven remarked, and took up a clean knife and Taryn’s other wrist.
 
   She knew what was going to happen this time and for some reason, that made it hurt even more.  She grit her teeth against the pain, but it got in anyway, drawing a keening moan from her tight lips as easily as Ven’s fingers drew pus from her wounds.  She was pouring sweat when it ended, in spite of the chill in the autumn air.
 
   Ven soaked pads in the herbed water and placed them on Taryn’s palms, searing into her open wounds, and then she washed Taryn’s face and neck with cool water.  The horsewoman’s hands were warm, soothing.  A mother’s hands.  Taryn leaned into them unthinkingly, letting her eyes slide shut.  Her teeth were chattering.  She couldn’t help that.
 
   “Okay,” she said shakily.  “You talked me into it.  One more night.”
 
   Ven clasped her shoulders and helped her to lie back, arranging her hands so they lay palm up under the awful weight of the wet pads.  Then her hoofbeats retreated and Taryn heard the door open.  Voices conferred and Ven returned to her.  “I have sent for a bedroll,” she said.  “To make you more comfortable.  And broth and bread.  I imagine you may not desire to eat, but I must insist.  There will be a fever, a bad one, and your strength must be shored.”
 
   Ven’s hands smoothed across her brow, brushing away stray strands of hair.  “Ease thee,” she said softly.  “The next small while shall be difficult, but all will be well.”
 
   ‘How comforting,’ thought Taryn, gazing at the bloodless gashes in her hands with lingering disbelief.  Then Ven was there, cleaning and wrapping them, and Taryn shut her eyes and tried to relax.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   39.  The House of Tears
 
    
 
   “Here, my lord.”
 
   Antilles turned himself to the horsewoman’s quiet direction, entering the sick lodge and stopping in the doorway.  The human lay on a high table padded into a sort of bed.  She was covered with a blanket that she kept trying to kick off.  Her face was shiny, her hair damp.  Sweat overpoured the table like runners of blood.
 
   “Will she recover?” he asked.  He did not explore what answer he wished to hear.
 
   “I believe so.” Ven came from the fire with washing rags and brushed at the sleeping human’s face.  The human mewled, trying to escape with all the desperation of a woman attacked by knives, but Ven pursued with gentleness and eventually, she quieted. “The fever is very serious.  I knew that I would bring it, but it could not be helped.  The wounds demanded lancing and she is not strong.”
 
   “Nay?”
 
   “Give praise to the Burning God, but travelers yet weaken in foreign lands,” Ven said simply.  “And she is underfed.  Badly underfed.”  She bathed the human’s face and Taryn arched her neck and moaned.  “She should return to her world.”
 
   “She never will.”  Tonka came into the lodge, the griffin in his hands as living punctuation to his words.
 
   Aisling spied his human mother lying pale and strained on the table.  His feathers went forward and he squawked, quietly at first and with increasing urgency as Taryn continued to lie silent.  The griffin struggled briefly in the chieftain’s grip, then stared around at all of them with an eerily-readable expression of horrified comprehension.  When those eyes came to Antilles, they sparked.  “Fuck!” the griffin screamed in Taryn’s own voice, furious and then just as swiftly despairing.  “Ouch!  Ouch!” 
 
   Antilles felt the accusation pierce him deep as any knife.  He reached his hand toward the struggling beast and the griffin snapped at him with a high, grieving cry.
 
   “Hush,” Ven said distractedly, and Aisling twisted around to stare at her.  “Rest she needs more than aught else.  You have seen her and we are tending her.  Now be still.”
 
   How much the griffin understood of this was a mystery, but it did go limp.  It stared down at the human, clutching Tonka’s hands and whispering, “Too-ra loo, ouch, too-ra loo-ra,” as its beak opened and closed.
 
   “If,” Ven began slowly.  “If we could convince her that the animal would be cared for—”
 
   “What know you of griffin-rearing?” Antilles asked bluntly.
 
   “What knows she?” Ven countered.
 
   Tonka turned and carried the griffin out of the sick lodge, handing it away to a foal standing just outside.  He shut the door and leaned his hand against it.  “That animal is soundly ‘printed,” he said quietly.  “It will not eat from any hand but hers.  We could not rear the thing, not even if we knew how.”
 
   “She does not know this,” Ven argued.
 
   Tonka sent her a hard look.  “And I would not deceive her.”
 
   Ven slapped down her wet washing rag, her voice softened even in anger, honed by her stillness into steel.  “There are a thousand, thousand griffins in the world!  There is only one good human!  Would you see her so willingly destroyed?”
 
   “She will never leave Arcadia,” Tonka said again, without emotion.  He returned to the table, his eyes heavy where they lay on the human’s strained face.  “She has come and she means to stay and rear her animal.  She says there are a thousand, thousand humans in her world and only one griffin.”
 
   “Fa!”  Ven washed the human’s fevered brow, her flanks shuddering with frustration.
 
   “What would you have me do?” Tonka asked.  “Kill the beast so that she will depart?”
 
   Ven’s head came up in an instant.  “Aye!” she snarled, and then twisted away and stared at the floor.  “Nay,” she said, and sighed.  “But ‘tis a hard thing, my chieftain.  For all my life, I have hated humans from the comfort of a distance.  Now I have met one, this one.”  Her hand brushed at Taryn’s hair.  “One I should be proud to know if only she were Farasai.  It confuses me and confusion I hate more than humans.”
 
   Tonka grunted low agreement and Antilles shifted, his gaze going by its own will to the human’s hand, to the thumb she had been willing to strike off for him.
 
   Ven looked up, anguished, her voice scarcely audible with her effort to be quiet.  “She is a fair thing, can you not see?  She has a courage!  She has a soul!  And she is utterly unprepared to be here!  We cannot let her stay in her ridiculous tent with her miserable scratch of crop!  Tis cruel!”
 
   “It is not,” Tonka said, “our choice.”
 
   “Arcadia will kill her!” Ven said in her breathy, hushed shout.  “And if we allow it to happen, then we are killing her as well!  I will not do it, chieftain!  Not for thee, not for thee—”  Her eyes snapped to Antilles.  “—not even if the Great God Pan rose from his blackened bones to command me!  I am Ven!  I stood an oath at that accepting to do no harm to any innocent and this one is innocent!”
 
   Innocent.  A fair thing.
 
   Antilles let two steps take him to the human’s side, gazing at her bandaged hands as he approached.  He remembered how she had knelt, how still and pale her face had been as she raised his axe.  She would have done it.  She had swung and he had been so stunned to see it that he had nearly let her.  This human.  This helplessly sincere and wholly unprepared human.  This fair thing.
 
   All over a griffin.
 
   “My lord.”  Ven’s appeal was soft and heart-felt, her hand at his arm as plaintive as her voice.  “Will you not remove her?”
 
   “Nay, healer.  She will not be moved.”  Antilles drew a breath, let it out slowly, and turned away.  “Gods, I wish she were not here,” he muttered.  “Invaders I am content to kill or to repel.  This one…”
 
   He rubbed at his face, avoiding all their eyes, avoiding the sight of those limp and bandaged hands.  He made his legs move, taking him to the door and away from her.
 
   “I shall keep you informed of her recovery,” Tonka said, moving to take the place at Taryn’s side that Antilles had just vacated.
 
   “I shall keep myself informed,” Antilles heard himself say sourly.  “I am not leaving.”
 
   Not until he knew whether she would be well.  And just why he would have it that way, he didn’t know and did not let himself care, but that was just how it would have to be.
 
   Damn her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   40.  Taryn’s Letter
 
    
 
   “…Prius took all his family and…the age of floods that swallowed the earth…receded and struck atop the range that now is known as Ocean’s Rest…”
 
   Someone was talking.  An old man’s voice, low and cultured and serene.  A voice she knew.  Taryn tried to concentrate on it, but her mind kept slipping in and out.  She couldn’t feel her body.  Well, not exactly.  She felt hot, she felt cold, she felt sore, but these were all blurry points in space, without meaning to her, without connection to physical flesh.
 
   “…long seasons passed as the oceans fell and the world renewed…great chief of Cerosan…Daegelimos…”
 
   Taryn tried to get her eyes open, but managed only a fuzzy glance of light and shadow before falling back into the black.
 
   “…alone for many seasons…built a great forge upon which he hammered fire and earth until the very heart of him came forth and there did Daegelimos draw forth Ioppe, a female of his kind to be his mate and companion…”
 
   Handy way to get a girlfriend.  Taryn tried to raise a hand and failed, but she thought she might have managed to twitch her fingers, at least a little.
 
   “…many more in this fashion and enjoyed among them many matings, getting of his fiery creations many young.  And this became the city of Oceanus, and Daegelimos became its lord, and they were all the Cerosan that survived the great flood.”
 
   Taryn’s vision came into focus on her next effort.  She saw Morathi, relaxing on a horseman’s bed beside her, his head on his arms and his gaze calmly exploring the fire.  He was smiling.
 
   “In the ages following the great flood, the Cerosan grew strong.  It split and traveled, split again, and so the forge-lords of ancient days came to walk the roads of many worlds.”
 
   “Many?” Taryn croaked.
 
   Morathi turned to her, his brows rising.  “You waken!  Pity, that.  I have seldom held so captive an audience.  Shard!”
 
   The filly with the red bar across her eyes appeared at the door in a wedge of light.
 
   “Go and tell your chief that the human is conscious,” said Morathi, and as Shard raced away, he went on, “Your griffin is well.  Do not try to rise and see him.  I will have him brought to you when your words with our lord are done.”
 
   She thought he meant Tonka.  It took a very long time in her own mind for his use of ‘lord’ to mean something else.  She tried to sit up, exhausted herself in seconds, and then fell back, sweating.  Wait a minute.  Lord.  She opened her eyes.  “Antilles is here?” she whispered.  “Why?”
 
   “Because I am the lord of this Valley,” his great voice rumbled, and right on cue, he came striding into the lodge, his head low and horns gleaming.  “And you are a part of it now.”
 
   He didn’t sound altogether pleased about that.
 
   “I’m so happy to see you,” Taryn said in her cracked and whispery voice.
 
   It was sarcasm, but that may have been hard for him to discern, considering the means of her delivery.  The words stopped the minotaur in his hoof-tracks.  His head raised, his ears came forward.  He looked uncertain, and in Taryn’s unsteady mind, uncertainty made him look kind of cute.
 
   She smiled at him.  “You just fill my life with sunshine,” she went on hoarsely.  “Pucker up and plant ‘em, Tilly.”  Giggles took her and she collapsed into her bedding, her eyes rolling back, exhausted.
 
   “God, I feel terrible,” she whispered, once she had breath enough to speak at all.
 
   “Aye, but you look better,” Morathi said mildly from the blackness at her left.
 
   Taryn raised her hands—they each felt about two hundred pounds heavier than they’d ought to be—and looked at the bandages.  “I can’t believe I got my stupid self infected,” she whispered.  “I was so careful.”
 
   Morathi made a politely noncommittal sound.
 
   “I was, dammit.”  She let her arms drop, breathing like she’d run up three flights of stairs.  “I don’t think I’ve ever gotten so sick so fast in my life.  Is it tomorrow or is it only later today?”
 
   “Tis tomorrow’s tomorrow,” Morathi said, amused.  He heaved himself onto his hooves in his careful old-man’s way.  He came to touch her shoulder and tug her blanket up a little higher around her breasts.  “And it will be tomorrow again before you are well enough to rise, so lie still and be easy.  All will be well.  Be gentle, my lord,” he added, and headed for the door.
 
   ‘Yeah, be gentle,’ she thought.  ‘It’s my first time.’  She giggled breathily until she nearly passed out.
 
   Antilles came a little closer and brushed her hair from her face.  His hand was huge, hairless and callused.  ‘A working bull’s hands,’ she thought, and giggled again.
 
   “Nay, you are not well, are you?” he murmured, addressing the fire rather than her.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said mechanically.  “I just need to lie here for a while.  Good grief, I’m completely naked under this thing.  Oh, who cares, so are you.”  Her eyes drooped shut.  “You don’t even have a thing to be naked under.  You have to be naked right out in the open.  I need to write my mom and dad a letter.  Do you think Tonka has any paper?”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “I have some in my backpack.  I know I brought my backpack with me but I don’t know where it is.  I just don’t know where I put it.”  Her heart sank.  She thought she might have cried a little.
 
   “I shall have it found for you.”
 
   “Thanks, Tilly.  You always were the sunshine of my life.”
 
   “So you tell me.”
 
   She dozed, listening to the fire hiss and pop, listening to the breath of the minotaur beside her.  It was so thoughtful of him to come and see her.  She wondered if this time, he’d brought a pie.  Eventually, she stirred and opened her eyes again.  “I need to write my mom and dad a letter.  Romany is coming.  Maybe.  I don’t know.”  
 
   “Romany?” Antilles echoed.  His eyes were narrowing.
 
   “You be nice,” Taryn told him, and when his frown only continued to grow, she struggled to sit up and poke at him, since he seemed to be of the opinion that poking was the only way to get one’s point across.  “I mean it, buster, sunshine or no, I’ll…I’ll poke the hell out of you if you…say…”  She dropped back onto the bed, gasping and shivering.  “Anything mean to her,” she finished at a whisper.
 
   “Will you not lie quiet?”  Antilles dabbed at her brow with a cool, damp cloth and she raised her shaking hand to hold it over her eyes.  “Concern yourself with your own health, human.  Leave the welfare of this Valley to me.”
 
   “No,” she said.  “I know…what you’re like…with new people.”
 
   Silence.  His hand on her brow was gentle as it washed her.
 
   “Romany helped me.  She doesn’t have to take letters for me.  She does it for my peace of mind and no other reason.  She’s a good person and she’s doing a good thing for someone she has no reason to trust and you…you…”  She couldn’t remember what she was trying to say.  “You be nice to her,” she finished.  That was always a good way to finish.
 
   “Aye, then, if it will settle your fevered mind and lie you quiet, I’ll high hail to your damned Romany.”  He blew out one of his irritated, bullish snorts and dipped the cloth so that its coolness was renewed for her.  His hands were still so gentle, in spite of his short tone.  “Have you letters to send?”
 
   “No, but I could write one if I had my pack.  And if I could use my hands.”  She felt ridiculous tears well up and she let her voice break open, powerless to stop them.  “How am I supposed to hold a pen?” she sobbed.  
 
   Although distantly aware that she was overreacting, Taryn wept helplessly for several minutes, clenching her bandaged, useless hands and thinking of her parents back in Oregon who would be unable to read her letters because she couldn’t hold a pen.  She heard the minotaur go to the door, heard him speaking, and then heard his return.  His big hooves made a lot of noise.
 
   That cool cloth touched her, wiping down her cheeks and soothing her brow.  “What am I to do with you?” he sighed, his voice oddly tender even in his exasperation.
 
   “I don’t know,” she wept.  “I’m making all this up as I go along.”
 
   “Will you not return to your world, human, before ours destroys you?”
 
   “I can’t.  Aisling needs me.  I can’t take care of him anywhere but here.”
 
   “Stubborn human.”
 
   “You left out over-arrogant this time.  Admit it,” she sniffed.  “I’m winning you over, Tilly.”
 
   “Now that is over-arrogant.”
 
   The lodge door opened and there was a hesitant trip-trap of little hooves on the hard-packed floor.  Taryn opened her eyes and saw the young filly with the red-marked eyes.  Shard.  She was holding Taryn’s backpack in both hands and she looked like she was on the verge of tears herself.
 
   Ah, poor filly.
 
   “What runs all day and never tires?” Taryn asked faintly.  “Sings and speaks, but never breathes?”
 
   Shard set the backpack into the minotaur’s waiting hands, casting hesitant glances back at Taryn.  “A shadow?” she guessed.
 
   “Shadows sing where you come from?”
 
   “They do if we do.”  Shard came to the foot of Taryn’s bed and clutched at the edge of the table.  “What, then?”
 
   “A river,” Antilles said.  He was searching methodically through the many pockets and folds of Taryn’s crowded pack.  “Where is your paper, human?”
 
   “In the front flap, minotaur.”
 
   He gave her a sharp look, and then returned all his attention to the backpack.
 
   “What’s a minotaur?” the filly asked.  “Is it another riddle?”
 
   “Just a word we have.  Tilly, you’re going to hurt my feelings if you don’t start calling me by my name.”  She closed her eyes, heavy with the need to sleep.  “What goes on four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three legs in the evening?”
 
   “That one was old when my grandfather’s grandfather was young,” Antilles remarked.
 
   “I know,” Taryn sighed.  “But I’m sick.  I can’t think of any others.”
 
   “I’ll come back,” Shard whispered.  Her little hooves resounded as she went to the door.  “I—I hope you get better.”
 
   Not soon, Taryn reflected bemusedly as the door opened and closed.  Just better.  Stupid hands.
 
   “Tell me,” Antilles said.
 
   “It’s a man,” she replied.  “See, he crawls when he’s a baby and—hang on, you said you knew that one.”
 
   “Tell me your words.  I shall write.”
 
   She opened her eyes with effort and saw him holding her pen like a toothpick in one great hand, a sheet of paper spread beneath the other on the table.  “Can you write?” she asked.
 
   “Aye,” he said, giving her a dry look.  “In several languages.  Speak, human.  I shall write.”
 
   Taryn fell back into the pillow again.  She thought.  It was never a good idea to start out with, ‘Don’t worry, I’m okay’, but it was all she could think of.  “Dear Mom and Dad and Rhiannon,” she began.
 
   “Spell, please.”
 
   She did, and then rested while she thought of what else to say.  “I went to visit Tonka at his village the other day,” she said finally.  “His hospitality is hard to escape, so I’m still here.  Lazy me, I haven’t gotten out of bed in two days.”
 
   Antilles snorted.  “An interesting interpretation.”
 
   But he wrote it.  His letters were neatly penned and oddly beautiful, ornamented with extra lines and dots and flourishes in a way that reminded her of the elvish in her illustrated copy of Tolkien’s Ring series.
 
   “Maybe you should explain that you’re writing for me,” she said.  “But for God’s sake, don’t tell them that I’m sick.  Tell them…oh, I don’t know…just say I hurt my hand.”
 
   Antilles glanced at her, skipped down a line on the paper and wrote, saying, “By now, it shall be clear that it is not your daughter who makes these letters.  She is adamant that you should not worry for her, and indeed, she is in excellent care after an injury to her hands.  It is very slight—and appreciate, human, that I am not in the practice of telling lies, however rendered—but we shall take no risk with her health, for her work here is…”
 
   He hesitated, frowning at the paper, and then said, “Well-favored.”
 
   “Don’t tell them Aisling’s a griffin,” she mumbled.  “And don’t…don’t tell them you’re a minotaur.”
 
   “I am not,” he said.  “I am Cerosan.”
 
   “Well, fine, don’t tell them that.”  It was getting harder and harder to focus on him.  “Just tell them…tell them you’re Tilly.  I’m sure they’ll understand.  They’re very understanding.  And don’t tell them you’re a nudist.”
 
   Antilles wrote quietly for a minute or two while Taryn dozed.  “Have you any other words?” he asked finally.
 
   She nodded, unable now to open her eyes.  “I miss you all so much,” she whispered.  “The longer I’m here, the more I realize how much I owe you for what you’ve given me.  I love what I’m doing and you made it possible for me to love it.  You taught me that we’re all responsible for the lives we touch.  As alone as I’ve been, and as awful as it was, I never felt that touch so strongly as I do here.  I feel you with me.”  She rolled onto her side, now more asleep than awake.  She was no longer completely sure that she was still talking out loud, no longer sure who it was she was talking to.  “I love you,” she said.  It erased anything else she could think of, so she said it again, and then slept. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   41.  Antilles, Romany, and Nice
 
    
 
   The human’s campsite had seen little change since the last time he had visited it, but it seemed smaller to his eye regardless.  He lingered at her masterful firepit, tapping a hoof at the charred stones that lined it as he remembered how it had felt to sit on the ground in its glow and share the human’s meal.  How it had felt to watch her raise his axe to strike off her thumb for him.
 
   There was pain between the digits of his left hoof when he stepped back from the pit.  He hunkered to feel and pulled out a thin flake of stone.  An idle glance showed him many such shards littering the ground at the mouth of her shelter, along with several larger stones that showed signs of deliberate chipping.  An odd way to pass the time with winter coming on.  One would think she would find more practical pursuits.
 
   Antilles found the fastens on the shelter’s entry flaps and drew it up.  He eased himself inside, careful of his horns owing to the tent’s thin and unfamiliar material, and shook off each hoof before stepping over the threshold so as to limit the amount of outside that found its way in.  The smell of smoke, sweat, and the lingering essence of oft-washed urine wafted over him, bringing back memories—some cousin’s first birthing and all the family gathered there to welcome it.  Antilles shook it away before that old loneliness could well up.  
 
   He nudged at the empty, rumpled bedding with a hoof and then hunkered down again to pick through it better.  A Farasai bedroll to soften the hard ground, a nyati pelt, and a down-filled blanket of unknown making folded and sealed into a human-sized pocket.  Handy, that.  And two, small, stained quilts for her griffin, the edges well-preened.
 
   There was little else.  Such a sorrowing existence she must have.
 
   There were books beside the lonely bed, one of them with a chipped rock for use as a page-set.  He flipped that one open from curiosity and saw illustrations of stone-work.  How to shape tools from wood and rock.  It filled him with an unpleasant surge of emotion, something very near to sympathetic despair.  He shut the book on its crude page-set and picked up another.  Wilderness Survival, it proclaimed.  He opened it and, tucked inside its cover, he found a folded paper.
 
   My dearest, or at least my furthest, daughter was neatly lettered on the front of the topmost flap.
 
   Antilles unfolded the paper and read.
 
    
 
   Words could never describe the attitude of celebration and relief that assailed us when your first letter finally reached our hands.  Your mother cried for hours, swearing the whole time that she knew you were fine all along and she never worried a snip.  I love your mother for many things.  Honesty is not, sadly, high among them.
 
   Your new home looks beautiful, even if the porch is rather broad.  They just don’t make country like that anymore.  I confess that I would feel a tad more secure if only you had a little something thicker than a tent between you and it, however, or should I say, between you and the other things that live in it.  Have you seen any yet?  
 
   Your mother is touched down to her toes that you would name your little orphan Aisling, and so am I.  She has been proudly boasting to all our friends that she has a grandchild.  She’s already started a college fund for him.
 
   Don’t worry about your old apartment.  We managed to truck everything out and into storage on time, and the only casualty to our zeal was a box of drinking glasses.  My apologies if they were dear to your distant heart.
 
    
 
   There was more, but Antilles didn’t read it.  He folded the paper, returned it to the book’s cover, and flipped a few more pages.  How to build a shelter.  How to make a fire.  How to find food and water.  These were the things that the human did not know, did not learn before she came here.
 
   ‘I’m making all this up as I go along.’  So Taryn had said from her sickbed, but he had not fully appreciated the truth of those words until he saw this pitiable camp.  She was laying down stones as she crossed the stream, not knowing how deep were the waters or how many steps she would need.  That took a certain kind of courage, one Antilles had difficulty reconciling to her breed.  He wondered if she had even hesitated before gathering herself to leave her world.  He wondered if she ever thought of going back.
 
   He thought the answer might be no to both questions.  He could remember only too well how it had felt to stand outside the gates of Dis and watch the line of his people draw its way over the mountain and gone.  He had always known he would not leave his Valley, much as he had understood the necessity of leaving.  And much as he had mourned the loss of his family and clan, he had never once been tempted to follow.  There were times when one’s duty was clear enough that doubts could never grow.  He thought he understood the human very well in that moment, and it made him regret, at least to some small, grudging degree, the way she had been welcomed.
 
   “Hail, thee.”
 
   Antilles was not surprised that he recognized the voice, but the recognition was not a pleasant thing.  “Hail, thee,” he said himself, and came out of Taryn’s tent, unfolding himself to his full height and glaring down at the Pathfinder who had entered the human’s camp.  “May I presume that you are ‘Romany’?”
 
   She did not reply.  The draconids in her hair sprang into the sky and were away in funnels of color and flame, but she did not so much as flinch.  Her eyes were wide, but not with fear.  She stood alone in the tall grass, still as stone, and watched as he approached her.
 
   “You are far from your holdings, Pathfinder,” he said, circling her slowly.  “And far, far into mine.”
 
   “Has thee slain her, brute?”  The words were calmly spoken, holding only a mild interest, but her eyes betrayed her.  The black of them had faded out; they blazed scarlet and gold.  Dark patches of scales were drawing themselves in down her slender throat.  Her fingers were thickening with claws.  “Has thee slain her, thou vile and contemptible beast?”
 
   “Nay,” he said, and came back before her, facing her down impassively.  “For though she came unbidden, she is proved and under my protection.  She speaks for you, Dragon’s Own, and for that alone, I give you hail.”
 
   The Pathfinder looked startled for a moment, and then her eyes dimmed to black.  “Her good word for me,” she murmured, and turned her face toward Taryn’s tent.  “Ah, thee trusting fool, thee.”
 
   Aye, there was that.  This human who trusted to dragon-born and who gave her name as easily as her open hand.  Trusting every bit as much as she was arrogant, and of that, she had a damned deep well.  
 
   The heavy snort with which Antilles considered the human’s nature drew the Pathfinder’s narrow eye.  He met her with a cool one of his own, saying merely, “She has letters to pass into your care.  Have you for her?”
 
   “I do.”  But she made no move toward them, only regarding him with mingled surprise and suspicion.  
 
   “Then give, Pathfinder.  I have promised to give you greeting and set you off unharmed, but do not abuse my patience.”  Abruptly, the ghost of Taryn’s fevered voice whispered at him to be nice, and Antilles ducked his horns sharply, gritting his teeth.  In a far mellower tone, he said, “Will you give?”  His jaw clenched.  “Please.”
 
   The Pathfinder’s expression had been rounding slowly out into one of whole-born wonder as he spoke, and now she said, “She won for me a promise of kindness?  From thee?”
 
   Antilles felt himself drawing stiffly out to his broadest and most impressive breadth.  “As if I would never show it otherwise.  I am as capable of kindness as—”  your kind is of cruelty, was how his tongue yearned to finish.  He did not.  He would be nice.  “—as any other greeting,” he said instead, and glowered.  “Give over the damned…Give the human’s letters, Pathfinder.  Please.”
 
   Still, she did not move.  Her face had gone very still.
 
   Softly, she said, “Is this peace, Cerosan?”
 
   Peace.  He was stunned to stone at the very sound of the word.  Peace.  After so many thousands of years, so many hundreds of petty conflicts.  Peace.  The bones of his grandfather’s grandfathers were scattered in the mountains of the Aerie Domain.  The shells of the Dragon’s first clutches had been trampled to dust in the Valley.  Now she would stand boldly before him and speak of peace.  
 
   And yet…
 
   Antilles rolled his horns before the idea could root and snorted sourly.  “Let us say this is…passage.”  He reached back into the tent and drew out Taryn’s letter.  He exchanged it for a packet of similar letters and a small box produced from the Pathfinder’s sleeve.  “When you are about her business, Pathfinder, you are welcome.”
 
   “Here?”  The Pathfinder blinked rapidly and looked away, looked at all the length and breadth of the Valley that surrounded her.  Her eyes were wide, stricken with a hope so deep it seemed almost to be pain.  Her lips, slightly parted still with her surprise, trembled and she raised one hand to cover them.  “I am welcome here,” she said again, in the tone of one cementing a truth to her own self.  “Even here.”
 
   Antilles scraped a hoof, glanced down to see if he had ruined some imperative piece of the human’s ground with that careless gesture, and looked up again to see that the Pathfinder was once more well-armored in self-control.  Her eyes, though, like the eyes of any immortal creature, could not help but show her heart, and there was enough in them to pull at him.  
 
   “Perhaps,” he said, and scowled.  “Perhaps when her griffin is grown and she is departed, perhaps then we shall speak of peace.”
 
   The Pathfinder nodded once, her expression closed and solemn, her eyes still alight with fascination.  
 
   “Until that day, the old laws hold.”  Antilles shifted the letters to one hand and aimed a finger down at her.  “There shall be no Pathfinders save you in my Valley.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   “No Roads but those you walk.”
 
   “And close behind me.”
 
   He nodded and stepped back, satisfied.  “I will ask you no oath,” he said.
 
   Again, surprise lightened her features.  She surely would not have given it in any case, but she had certainly been anticipating her proud refusal.  “I have no lord but one,” she said.  “But I will respect thee, Cerosan, and hold thy laws.  Imagine.”  She smiled slyly.  “Thee and me could pave our road to peace for cause of a human.  What seer could have foreseen it?”
 
   He grimaced, but the taste of her words were not altogether displeasing.  “Go,” he said, not unkindly.  “We’ll give this peace time to grow moss before we reminisce on its origins.”
 
   She turned from him and took three steps into the plains, but then paused and turned back.  “I called thee brute,” she said, with an awkwardness uncharacteristic of her kind.  “I apologize.  There is nobility in the open hand, and a lordly will to reach it out to one you would know as an enemy.  I do not call thee lord,” she added, bending her head.  “But I do not wonder that others do.”
 
   She turned again and walked, raising her voice in the eerie song of Pathfinding.  Her draconids came spiraling back once she’d gone a dozen paces out of his reach, already growing indistinct as they flew into the field of her opening Road.  She was gone in another moment, although her voice continued to waver in and out of the air for several minutes more.
 
   Antilles closed Taryn’s tent and began to move away, careful not to tread in the human’s garden.  The horsemen had plowed her a proper field in her absence; when she returned, she would have leave to plant ten times over what she had already done.  It was a garden that could support her for a year.  Which meant that she would doubtless be here for a year.
 
   And longer yet, for the griffin would not be fledged for two years’ time.  How Taryn thought she was going to fledge a griffin was a mystery to him.  Then again, he could not understand what had possessed her to think to hatch it in the first place.
 
   The finding of such an egg, abandoned…
 
   He would have marked it as a tragedy and moved on.  He would never have thought to try and mother it.  Futility.  Fifteen years, she had claimed to tend the egg to hatch.  And now three years to rear it in a foreign land.  She had made that decision in a world that no longer admitted to griffins at all.  She had sacrificed everything for a creature that should not exist.  She had suffered and she was suffering still.
 
   ‘Admit it.  I’m winning you over, Tilly.’
 
   Tilly.
 
   He grumbled.  No, he made himself grumble.  There had been no sting in the human’s words.  Yes, she had been fevered, but it had made her loose in speech, not devious.
 
   She was winning him over, curse it.  Gods, what an aggravating thought.
 
   He wondered if she were well yet.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   42.  A Visit From Mr. Sunshine
 
    
 
   Taryn followed the foals around, doing foal work and keeping her hands occupied.  They itched like mad bastards in their bandages, but Ven kept saying that was a good thing, that they were healing.  Not enough to let her go home, of course, as much as Taryn kept trying to wheedle in that direction, but enough to allow Taryn out of bed.  And once out of bed, there was no way to avoid seeing all those horsemen out toiling efficiently in their fields, no way to avoid thinking of her own pathetic little patch of neglected ground.  If she’d thought for one second that she could slip away home, she’d have done it, but no matter which way she turned, there was a horseman staring at her.
 
   So she fed pheasants and geese and collected eggs.  She fed cows and sheep and brushed them down.  She couldn’t help wash blankets, but she hung them up afterwards and folded them when they were dry.  She tried to carry food platters with the other foals for mid-day meal, but Ven refused to allow her, saying she was too underfed.  Then it would be off to one of the little barns to help toss grain free of chaff and jar it up for the winter, a nice boring job that perfectly suited itself for telling riddles and Disney-fied fairy tales to the other foals until evening meal was called.
 
   After so much time alone, it felt simply wonderful to be a part of a community, even one in which she was the outsider.  It helped that the Farasai were so stoic.  When she made her first hesitant offer to help with the chores, they simply found work for her to do.  They didn’t stare at her (they very pointedly did not stare at her, in fact, which often only underlined how desperately they wanted to) and they limited themselves to talking about her in their own language so she couldn’t feel bad about what she was overhearing.  As time went on, more and more of them came to call her by her name instead of just, “human,” and gradually the sense that they were relaxing in her company began to grow.
 
   She knew she’d really arrived the day that she learned what Morathi had meant by ‘brazen’.  She’d been working in the commons early in the morning, helping to harness up farmers to their threshers and carts—a job to which she was uniquely qualified, seeing as she had such little hands and could kneel down, hop up, and slip in and out of tight spaces so easily—listening to the good-natured morning gossip of the Farasai when it happened.  She’d been aware, of course, that two of the farmers waiting to be harnessed had started making out a little, and she’d been doing the polite thing of not looking, even after the stallion had lowered his lingering kisses to the mare’s bare breasts.  After all, no one else was looking.  Well, and that wasn’t completely true, because there were one or two glances in that direction, but no one seemed to be scandalized, so Taryn just ignored them.
 
   When the two had first linked hands and stepped away, she’d thought they were finally heading off to find a room somewhere, but no.  They were just getting out of the crowd a little, and the most room to be had in the hitching barn just happened to be right next to Taryn.  To her utter astonishment, the horsewoman stepped up directly beside her (when Taryn had to kneel to check a cinch-strap, her foot actually bumped at the mare’s forehoof), and lifted her tail, panting, “Have me, Falbi!  Ride, my stallion!”
 
   Taryn managed not to burst into a pillar of flames, and she even managed not to turn around and stare, but she could hardly not be aware as the stallion reared up and mounted, right there in the hitching barn.  His arms slid tenderly around the mare’s waist and they kissed passionately over her shoulder in time with his powerful thrusts, and the whole time, Taryn was kneeling in easy reach of them, hooking up farmers.  She had no idea how long it lasted.  Long enough for her to send two threshers and a cart out into the field, so it couldn’t have been too long, but it felt like whole hours with all that groaning and grunting right in her ear.  When they were finished, they moved aside for one last loving kiss, and then the male stepped around and stood to be hitched.  Taryn had to harness his still-heaving sides, and kneel down to buckle the cinch-strap with his unsheathed phallus hanging wet before her eyes.
 
   And that was just the first time it happened.  Now that she was apparently made welcome in the kraal, the Farasai went freely about all sorts of things, and by the end of that day, she’d seen more furry sex than she’d seen in a whole lifetime of watching the nature channels on TV.  And much as she tried not to let it show, when she went to stand at the high table for dinner that night, Morathi took one look at her face and burst out in a wave of the most lecherous laughter Taryn had ever heard.  
 
   And that was how the days passed.  It made her feel a little better to know that, even if she wasn’t doing anything constructive around her own campsite, at least she was working.  She was able to crawl back up on the high table in Ven’s lodge at the end of each day knowing she hadn’t been a total load (just most of one) and fall asleep with her body pleasantly exhausted.  And it must have been good for her, because each day, Ven allowed her to do a little more.
 
   Ultimately, she was permitted the task of carrying water through the fields for thirsty farmers, a job she accepted which Ven had vociferously declared too difficult for her only the day before, and which she accepted now with real pride.  While she was there, walking up and down the ruler-straight rows with the yoke heavy on her shoulder, Taryn happened to glance around and see Antilles coming into the village.  She waved.  He stopped and then started walking again, now moving in her direction.
 
   Taryn handed out dippers of water to nearby workers, listening as the hooves came steadily toward her.  “Nice to see you again,” she said.
 
   He grunted.
 
   “Jerk,” Aisling muttered and sat down to preen his featherless wings when Taryn shot him a dark look.
 
   She offered him a dipper of water.  “I think I dreamed about you when I was sick,” she said.  “I imagined I heard you talking, at any rate.”
 
   He had been eyeing the dipper, making no move whatsoever to accept it, but now he looked up and cocked his head.  “So you did, for I was here,” he said.
 
   “You were?”
 
   “Aye.”  He paused, his nostrils flaring, and then said, “I wrote for you at your behest, to send word to your family.”
 
   Taryn felt herself pale.  “Oh dear God, no.”
 
   “Ease thee,” he said dryly, and took the dipper at last.  “I said nothing of your griffin, of Arcadia, of horsemen or Cerosan.”  He drank, considered, and handed back the dipper.  “Nor that I am a nudist,” he added, tossing his horns a little.
 
   “I don’t remember any of this,” she said, startled.
 
   “I do not wonder.  I knew you were not of sound mind when you first called me your sunshine.”
 
   “I did what now?”
 
   He tossed his horns again.  There was something curiously good-humored in the gesture.  “I met with her whom you call Romany.  Your letters, human.”
 
   She hadn’t noticed them until he held them out, but then, she avoided looking any lower than his neck out of respect to his unconcealed nakedness.  “Thank you,” she said, accepting them.
 
   He caught her hand and turned it up, pulling the bandage away from her skin to see the healing scar. The wound was puckered, pink around the edges, but not swollen.  The open air tickled, and she grit her teeth against the urge to scratch while Antilles had his look.  At last he grunted and released her.  “Two days, I should think,” he said.
 
   “Gosh, I hope so.”  She sighed, suddenly hugely depressed.  “My potatoes have probably gone to rot.  I’m going to have to start all over again.  You realize I’ve been here a whole week?”
 
   “A whole weakness of what?”
 
   “A whole…er, seven days, I mean.”
 
   “Ah.  Aye, I did know.”  He glanced skyward, then turned around.  “Time well spent, for you are rested.  Guard your health, human.  Someone is depending on you.”
 
   “Right,” she muttered, watching him walk away.  Leave it to Chuckles to remind her of the seriousness of her obligations.  And she’d called him her sunshine?  Yeah, she must have been feverish.  Shaking her head, Taryn turned herself back to the business of dipping out water for thirsty horsemen, and put the matter of the minotaur and his perky good nature completely out of mind.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   43.  Kinswoman
 
    
 
   Galloping hooves caught up to her at the pump as Taryn was topping off her buckets later that afternoon.  The filly Shard, out of breath, took the water yoke from her and shouldered it.  “Mother is wanting you,” she panted.
 
   Taryn didn’t ask who ‘mother’ was.  Even if Shard’s sleek black fur and piercing eyes weren’t the spitting image of Ven already, everyone called Ven ‘mother’, especially when the circumstances were at all formal ones.  So Taryn went back down to the Jiko lodge, nervously straightening her bandages and hoping she looked colorful enough to satisfy the horsewoman’s critical eye.
 
   Ven met her at the door and gave Taryn’s face a penetrating once-over in the natural light before checking her bandages.  “Two days,” was her verdict.
 
   “That’s what Antilles just said.”
 
   “Was he here?  Odd that he would not stop to speak to our chieftain.”  Ven stared out into the plains, her tail swishing, and then waved Taryn into the lodge.  She looked about to speak, then caught sight of the wrapped box and accompanying letters.  “What have you there?”
 
   “This?  Just some stuff from home.”  Taryn hopped herself up on the table nearest Ven’s command center and let her legs dangle as she opened her mail.  She started with the box and wasn’t disappointed.  “My gardening gloves came,” she said, pulling them out with a laugh.
 
   Ven left her hearth and came to the table, taking the leather gloves and peering at them closely.  “Gods, such excellent stitchery,” she said admiringly.  Her eye went to the box’s other contents.  “Be that thy sire and dam?”
 
   “Yep.”  Beneath the gloves had been a small photograph in a handy little frame, and Taryn brought it out to show.  “And that’s me with my little sister, Rhiannon.  This was taken, what, three years ago?  She’s dyed her hair since then.”
 
   “Oh aye?  I wondered if it should truly be green.”
 
   Taryn laughed.  “Well, it’s hard for a kid to be a red-head.  Other kids, er, other children make fun of you.  Rhiannon took that pretty hard.  I don’t think she’s ever gotten all the way over it.”
 
   “How shall it matter, the color of one’s coat?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  Taryn sighed, taking the photograph and gloves back.  “It’s just about the stupidest thing I can imagine, but it happens more often than you’d believe.  Anyway, Rhiannon’s hair is black, now.  Shorter, too.  Let’s see, what else?  Ooo, a bag of caramels.  More candy.  Want one?”
 
   “Nay, though I thank thee.  And this?”
 
   “Huh.”  Taryn took out the bottle of chewable vitamins to which Ven had pointed and turned it over in her hands.  “It’s a kind of medicine.”  There was a note in the bottom of the box.  It wasn’t long, and she finished it with a wry laugh. “It’s from my mother,” she explained.  “I sent her a picture of myself in my last letter, so she sent this.  She says she doesn’t like my color.”
 
   “Ha!”  Ven gave Taryn’s shoulder a light slap and then took the vitamins from Taryn’s hand.  “I told thee.  A mother always knows and I am mother to all my kin.  Hm.  How shall this be tricked to open?”
 
   “You have to break the cap a little.”  Taryn opened the bottle, putting the plastic stripe, the cotton puff, and the foil seal into the shoebox.  She wasn’t sure what to do with it.  Mail it back, she supposed.  She didn’t want to start Arcadia’s first landfill.  “See?  I’m just supposed to take one of these a day.”
 
   Ven sniffed the vitamins, shook one out and peered at it, then put it in her mouth and warily sucked.  She spat it back into her palm and tossed it into the fire dismissively.  “What thee needs is better feeding,” she said flatly.  “And while this shall be a commendable aid owing to the distance of thy dam, thee does not require it.”
 
   “I’m telling her you said so.”
 
   “Give quill,” Ven replied, holding out her hand.  “And I shall tell her exactly my reasoning.”
 
   Taryn dropped her teasing tone at once.  “Please, don’t.  I don’t want my Mom to know how underfed you think I am.  She worries enough as it is.”
 
   “Aye, and she is wise to do so.”  Ven’s hand lowered.  “But I will hold my tongue as thee will surely be better fed from this day onward.”
 
   “Surely, thanks to you fine people.”  Taryn started opening her other letters.  “Did you know Tonka gave me four huge jars full of food?”
 
   “He mentioned gifts only.”
 
   “And I’m getting much better with my slingshot.  Plus, my baskets actually work at catching fish.”  She trailed off as she read her letter.  It was news from home, delivered in Rhiannon’s typically slangy and often brutally blunt fashion.  Mom cried a lot now that Taryn was gone.  John had called, he sounded weird and told her not to bother writing back.  In Rhiannon’s opinion, Africa wasn’t far enough to get from a jerk like that, and she’d never liked him anyway.  Plus, he’d come on to her once at the Labor Day picnic.  Had Taryn seen any elephants or hippos yet?  Those photos Taryn sent didn’t show any animals and they didn’t look very African to Rhiannon, but she guessed the country was pretty big and it couldn’t all look like it did on TV.
 
   Ven’s fingers folded down the top edge of the letter as she read along.  “Such lettering,” she murmured.
 
   “It’s typed,” Taryn said distractedly, still reading.
 
   Did the shots that they gave her hurt a lot, Rhiannon wanted to know.  School wasn’t going so well right now.  The Life Corps sounded cool.  Did Taryn think the office would send Rhiannon to live with Taryn if she joined up?
 
   “Damn it,” Taryn sighed.
 
   Were there cute guys in Africa and did they all walk around naked like on TV?  And if so, were they really hung better, or was that just a myth?  
 
   Ven chuckled.  “Thee may tell her assuredly ‘aye’,” she said, backing away.
 
   “Just what she needs to hear, that my new country’s full of studs.”
 
   The two stallions helping Ven at the cookfires looked around, ears pricked forward.
 
   “What will thee tell her?”
 
   “That the Life Corps only takes high school graduates.  That’ll give me one more year at least.  Maybe by then, I’ll think of something else.”  She shook her head as she put the letter in her box.  “I hate lying to her.  Even about this.”
 
   “Tis necessary, I should think,” Ven said with a glance at the corner where Aisling lay sleeping.
 
   “I know, but that doesn’t make me like it any better.”
 
   “And if thee has a flaw, ‘tis that,” Ven remarked, beginning to pull roasts of meat from the coals to cut up.  “Life is not for liking, and that is truth.  Follow your heart and you follow the moon—a pretty thing always out of reach, and cold illumination to light your way.”
 
   Taryn shook her head, leaning back on her hands.  “That’s the difference between Earth and Arcadia, I guess.  Where I’m from, we’re encouraged to follow our hearts.”
 
   “Of course you are,” said Ven dismissively.  “Dreamers do not care who leads them.  When one’s eyes are on the moon, one’s evil chiefs may work unnoticed.”
 
   “On the other hand, if I wasn’t a dreamer, I never would have wanted to hatch the egg and befriend the killer snipe I thought it belonged to.”
 
   “Killer…snipe?”
 
   “It’s a bird,” Taryn said with a shrug.  “Well, it isn’t really.  Snipes don’t exist.  People made it up and use it to scare other people who don’t know any better.  It supposedly stalked the mountains where my dad took me camping, eating little kids who wandered off too far from their fathers, but I thought I could make friends with a baby.”  She laughed and shook her head, swinging her legs as they dangled off the table.  She felt Aisling pounce at her shoe, and she shook her foot until he ran screeching away under the tables.  “What can I say?  I was nine.”
 
   “Was that near the age that you swore your oath to turtles?” one of Ven’s helpers asked.
 
   “Yeah, come to think of it, it was.  I think the turtle thing happened the year after.”  She paused and looked around at him.  “Tonka told you about that?”
 
   “Nay, I heard it from another.”  The horseman shrugged.  “What is there to occupy us but talk?”
 
   “Work,” Ven answered with a swat to his rump, then thrust an empty water bucket at him.  “On with thee and about it, Shappa.  Read on, Taryn.”
 
   She picked up the second letter and tore off the end to get at it.  She read to herself, kicking her legs at first, then slowing to a stop.  Aisling pounced at her again.  This time, she didn’t play.  She flipped the page over, read, and grimaced.
 
   “Ill news?”
 
   “Not exactly.  It’s from Granna Birgit…my mother’s mother.  One of my evil cousins came to visit her.  Brought a little memo pad and a digital camera to take pictures of some of Granna’s things.”
 
   “To what purpose?” Ven asked, her attention wandering to the simmering sauces her attendants stirred.
 
   “To appraise them so they’d know what they can sell them for after she dies.”
 
   Stillness.  She hadn’t really been aware of how many horsemen were coming in for the mid-day meal until they all stopped moving to stare at her.
 
   “To what purpose?” Ven asked again.
 
   Taryn sighed.  “Yeah, that’s pretty despicable, isn’t it?  Anyway, my evil cousin found out Granna gave me her cauldron and her wedding ring—”  Taryn glanced involuntarily toward the stallion who now wore it, and he glanced down and pinched the ring up between his fingers, frowning.  “—and had a complete conniption,” Taryn finished, folding the letter up again and returning it to its envelope.
 
   “Is she upset?” the horseman wearing Granna’s ring asked.
 
   “Oh, she’s what we humans call bug-eyed batshit over it…oh, you mean Granna Birgit?  No.  Actually, she sounds just as pleased as a pickle in dip.  I can practically hear her cackling over it.  She says she’s going to send me everything else she has.  I hope like hell she’s kidding.  No way Romany could carry that harpsichord, even if the post office would hold it for her.”
 
   “Has it any special meaning?” the stallion asked, looking down at the ring again.
 
   Taryn hesitated.  “Well, yeah.  They all had special meanings.  That’s why I brought them with me.  And that’s why I used them to pay for those things you gave me.”
 
   The stallion frowned, turning the ring between his thumb and forefinger.  He said nothing.
 
   Nin, the horsewoman wearing Taryn’s drop-pendant necklace said, “What is the meaning of mine?”
 
   “Well…”  Taryn tossed her letters into the open box and slid down onto the floor so she could walk over.  She reached up for the heart and opened it.
 
   “Great gods, how cunning!”  Nin beamed as she turned the locket around.  “Little images.  Is it you?”
 
   “That one’s me.  That’s my sister, Rhiannon.  I gave her one just like it.”
 
   “Mine has an image.”  The horsewoman who had Taryn’s St. Christopher’s medallion came forward, drawing it from her neck to hold it out.  “What is its meaning?”
 
   “That’s my father’s Saint Christopher medallion,” Taryn explained.  “He was a man who lived by himself next to a stream and kind of avoided people so he could think about God all day.  One day, a small child asked to be carried across the stream, but as Christopher carried him, the child got heavier and heavier, so much so that Christopher nearly drowned.  When he got to the other side, the child revealed that he was really…well, a god, and that he was heavy because he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.  Sainted, or rather, made holy by the experience, Christopher devoted the rest of his life to serving God and then got to kind of become a little one after he died.  He’s supposed to look out for and protect travelers.”
 
   The horsewoman gave Taryn a hard look as the listening Farasai grunted their appreciation of this story.  Her eyes dropped to the medallion.  The horsewoman put it on again, but haltingly.
 
   “Mine?”  The stallion wearing Taryn’s puka shells leaned over the table, ears forward and tail high.
 
   “I made that one myself.”
 
   “Did you?”  He fingered the shells, looking impressed.  “How did you—”
 
   “You have not yet told me the meaning of this ring.”
 
   Taryn turned around.  The horseman had not moved, not even to raise his eyes to meet hers.  His voice had been low, nearly emotionless, and yet it silenced all of them.
 
   “Where I’m from,” Taryn began, and sighed.  She shook her head and started over.  “Where I’m from, we have things called weddings.”
 
   “Aye, to sanctify the bond between mates.  We have them also.”
 
   “Well, at these weddings, it’s traditional for rings like that to be exchanged by the bride and the groom…the female and the male, that is.  They’re called wedding rings, and they’re special for that reason.  That ring was bought by my mother’s mother’s mother’s mate.  He sold everything he owned to buy it and then carried it across the sea when he left his home on Ireland and came to America.  He didn’t mean for it to be a wedding ring back then, just something little that he could carry light and sell again to get lots of money so he could set himself up proper in the new world.  He was determined not to be just another dirt-poor Irishman.  But he met my great-grandmother and fell in love and gave her the ring instead, so they started out poor like everyone else after all.”
 
   She came over and turned the ring so that he could see the hands and the crowned heart between them.  “That’s a symbol special to Ireland.  It’s called a claddagh and it stands for love, friendship, and loyalty.  My great-grandmother gave it to my grandmother to be married with, and she gave it to my mother because when they got married, my parents were really poor.  But last year, my father gave my mother her own claddagh, so Mom gave Granna Birgit her ring back.”
 
   “And she gave it to you.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “To be wedded with?”
 
   Taryn offered him a crooked smile.  “Actually, she told me to sell it and buy something I needed with it, and I did.  She told me it had a noble history and I should use it in the same spirit so that my evil cousins couldn’t turn it into something to fight over after she was dead.  And I did and I don’t regret it.  Okay now?”
 
   He took a deep, silent breath and let it out again slow before letting his hand close around the ring.  He looked at her grimly.  “Tis precious to you.”
 
   “Lots of things are precious to me.  Among them, the food I bought with that.”
 
   He dropped his eyes, thinking.  His forehoof pecked once, twice.  Finally, he nodded.  
 
   Gradually, low talk and movement began again among the other horsemen as the mid-day meal preparations continued.  Foals had began to line up to receive platters.  Attention finally began to drift away from Taryn, and she rejoined Ven at the cookfires and did her best to help get the meal ready.
 
   “Do you think that you are well enough for hard labors?” Ven asked suddenly.
 
   “Sure.  What do you need done?”
 
   “Think before you answer, pray,” the horsewoman said sternly.  “I am in earnest.  Your hands you must ‘ware a while longer lest they blister anew, but shall you who know your body well believe you fit to labor?”
 
   ‘Oh sure, now you think I know my body well.’  But she managed not to say it out loud, and she followed up with a good pause to give herself the appearance of deep inner reflection before saying, “Yes, I believe I am.  In fact, if I can say so, I’m restless.  I’d love the chance to break a real sweat.  What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Mm.”  Ven returned her attention to overseeing the food and said nothing more until all the horsemen were gathered for the mid-day meal.  Taryn couldn’t tell if she’d believed her or not, but she was aware of several speculative glances as the food was plated for serving.
 
   Once again, she was firmly propelled to the high table when she tried to help the foals carry platters.  She stood at Tonka’s side, tapping her shoe to bring Aisling surreptitiously to her so he wouldn’t be tempted to pounce on people’s hooves.  That had happened more than once during her stay, and there was nothing quite like seeing a horseman suddenly rear up to twice his already-impressive height (usually yanking out his runka or bellowing in surprise) to make a girl want to tether her griffin to a tree.  
 
   Tonka’s benediction ran long.  He thanked everyone but the Oscars committee for the togetherness of clan in the kraal, and at the end, astonished her by saying, “Share, my kinsmen, and receive with gratitude the foods of your labors and of our welcome guest, Taryn.  Speak now if we shall receive her as kin.”
 
   In one voice, some one hundred horsemen shouted, “Aye!”  A moment later, two hundred more eating outside the lodge echoed it.
 
   Taryn blinked at them, and then at Tonka.  “I really don’t deserve this,” she whispered.
 
   He handed her a piece of meat from his trencher, smiling.
 
   “No, really,” she insisted, accepting it automatically.  “I haven’t done anything.  Unless you count coming by on a visit and nearly dropping dead, and please God, don’t tell me you’re rewarding me for that.”
 
   He handed her another piece of meat, still smiling.
 
   “I can’t—”  She ducked under the table to feed Aisling and came back up, still trying to collect her thoughts.  “I can’t accept an honor like that when all I’ve done so far is be a nuisance!”
 
   “You’ve been a very helpful nuisance,” Morathi interjected.  He, too, was smiling.  “And if you were Farasai, that is all you would need to be in order that you be taken for clan and kin, so swallow thee thy sincere modesty and accept.”
 
   She found herself smiling at his gently chiding tone and grudgingly gave in.  “Well, if you put it that way, I accept with great pride.  Maybe someday, Ven will let me work a little and actually earn your honor.”
 
   “You have,” Morathi said, his smile fading.  “Earned, aye, and well-earned, for I would gladly call you daughter.  The labors of the heart are as fitting a testament as labors of the hands and too often overlooked.”
 
   It was hard to argue with that.  Taryn ate her share of Tonka’s lunch, resigned to her fate as honorary horsewoman and feeling about as useful as a sledgehammer in a china store.
 
   “You are well-met, my kinswoman,” Ven said, as the meal began to wind down.
 
   Well-met after a week?  Taryn passed a bite of meat down to Aisling, eyeing Ven quizzically.  “Thank you?”
 
   A shocking thought struck her just before Ven raised her head and loudly said, “You have worked our fields and shared your labors with our kraal, asking nothing in return.  So do I find you very well.  I give you now my stallion to take for your own.”
 
   Taryn managed not to gape.  She even managed to shut up until the words, ‘And do what with him?’ were no longer threatening to escape.  She looked up at Tonka, who looked back at her mildly, and then around at Morathi, who dropped that wicked wink of his.  She finally turned back to Ven and, picking her words with extreme care, said, “I believe we are well-met, er, kinswoman…but I fear I must decline.  I’d hate to break him.”
 
   There was a heartbeat of perfect silence, and then a gust of laughter, rolling away down the lodge in waves as horsemen passed her answer on.
 
   “Oh, now I must insist,” Ven said, wiping at her eyes.  “Surely any stallion whom I make chieftain must be stud enough to keep apace of a human so freshly risen of her sickbed.”
 
   “But—”
 
   Morathi’s hoof carefully and briefly covered her foot.
 
   “But of course,” Taryn said helplessly.  “I’m sure I’ll have a wonderful time.  Thank you so much for offering.  Tally ho.”
 
   “There is a fine line twixt civility and incredulity,” Morathi murmured.
 
   “Yeah, I can thumb back at them both,” she whispered to him.  “I’m all the way up to hysteria.  What am I supposed to do with—”
 
   Tonka’s hand fell on her shoulder, turning her to face his wry amusement.  “Break me?” he echoed in a low voice.  His rear hoof stamped.  “You would break me?” 
 
   She gave him a smile and a bold toss of her hair.  “I promise to go easy on you for Ven’s sake.  Just scream if you start to feel light-headed.”
 
   He knew it was a joke, that much was plain, but there was a moment there when he looked openly and intensely curious.
 
   They left together, passing raised cups of salute, heads bent in respect, and smiles that plainly said the absurdity of the situation was lost on no one.  Several horsemen reached out to slap Tonka’s shoulder, and she heard the same words in their own language repeated many times as they smiled at her.  Once actually outside, they were forced to stop and let themselves be enveloped by whole crowds of these well-wishers.  Only one horseman said anything to her in English—a young sorrel who bent down as he clasped her wrist and said, “I could take thee, mare, and let thee never gentle,” with a roguish smile.  Tonka actually reared up and came at him for that, kicking his forelegs with mock ferocity until the sorrel raced off, laughing.
 
   Safely shut away in Tonka’s rather small lodge, Taryn lost no time in turning on him to ask, “What were they all saying out there and why didn’t they want to say it in a way I could follow?”
 
   “They meant no offense to you, Taryn,” Tonka said, chuckling.  “Understand, when travelers come to a distant kraal, there is always a time of watching, in which the traveler must refrain from any act that may show disrespect to her hosts.  She is expected to work, which you have done.  She is expected to refrain from taking food unless she is given it, which you have done.  And she is expected to restrain from matings until the Ven of that clan does give her the chieftain for stud.  Once that is done, however, the traveler becomes kin, and any and all are welcome to woo her for matings.  What you heard so oft repeated,” he said dryly, “was a traditional…blessing, you might say.  To translate, ‘Let me be next, let me know what I have long imagined.’  Tis a way of welcoming you, to say that you are seen truly as kin.”
 
   Her eyes went unwilling to the hide flap separating Tonka’s living space from the trappings of slavery in the rear.  She suppressed a shiver without fully understanding why.  “How…comforting.”
 
   He glanced at her, his smile going somewhat lop-sided.  “In truth, I expected you to be more surprised when the offer was made.”
 
   “Morathi warned me it might happen.”  She wrenched her eyes off the curtains and turned a faint smile back on Tonka.  “He said I should ask you to teach me Castles.”
 
   “Aye, very well.”  
 
   He went to the shelves on his wall and brought down a wooden box and a carved game board.  She came to stand beside the table as he arranged the game, but her attention was wavering.  She kept having thoughts, awful thoughts like fragments of memory, that had to do with him and her and that saddle in the back.  Something from her fever-time, she supposed.
 
   “Aye, then.  This is your castle, Taryn, and this is mine.  These white chips are your army, and these black, mine.  Here, the field.  Now, the armies begin castled, but may be advanced to siege on mine.  ‘Ware you leave your ramparts undefended…Is something wrong?”
 
   She took her eyes off the hide flap and focused on the game board.  “No, no.  I just feel a little weird.”
 
   “How so?”  He looked concerned.
 
   “Where I’m from, people don’t usually hand over their husbands and drum you out of the dining room to go have sex.  I mean, don’t you feel the tiniest bit awkward?” she asked, searching his eyes.  “We’re out here playing board games, and you know that as soon as we leave this lodge, we’re going to be surrounded by people congratulating us for all the great sex we just didn’t have.”
 
   His expression melted upwards in surprise and his tail swished.  Cautiously, he said, “Do you wish in fact to mate with me?”
 
   She stepped back and stared at him.  She’d been trying to underline the farcical nature of their cohabitation here, but explaining that suddenly didn’t seem as important as clarifying his position.  “Are you saying that you do?”
 
   He seemed to consider the question seriously, studying the rafters first, and then her body with a frankness that a little overwhelmed her.  “Aye,” he said at last, stunning her right down to the soles of her feet.  “If naught but feeling mattered, I would, for you are a fine friend and not, I think, an unappealing one.  But form does matter for some things,” he continued, his gaze drifting to the game board.  He set up a few more pieces and then met her eyes again.  “If you desire to mate with me, I will, but I confess to some concern for you.”
 
   He was looking at her so expectantly, and she had no idea how this conversation had gotten started.  Still, the only thing she could think of to say was, “You really don’t think I’m unappealing?  You…you threw a spear at me, like, last week!”
 
   “Aye,” he said, and his gaze dropped.  “Aye, I did.  And I will never forget that, nor the look that I put on you with that craven act, but if there is a single thing that I may point to and say, ‘Aye, there is the moment,’ that would be it.”  His eyes came back to hers, resolute and nearly grim.  “There is the moment that I saw thee true.  There is the moment that a human broke me.”
 
   She could feel herself frowning, and his forbidding look faded into a faint smile.  “I see thee hunting for a way to apologize,” he said, and shook his head.  “Nay, Taryn, never do.  But take mine, I pray thee.  Take all of mine.”  He cupped her chin in his hand and bent.  His mouth came to hers, stopping her automatic protestations, her breath, even the flow of her thoughts.  His kisses were soft and swift, little flutters to coax her lips apart, teasing at her with an expertise that signified plenty of practice as well as a real talent.
 
   In all her life, Taryn had never known such a good kisser.  She was surprised into responding, and he met her with gentle invasion, exploring her and encouraging exploration of his own not-quite-human mouth.  The thought occurred, as he released her lips to travel the curve of her jaw and the slope of her neck, that if John (or any of her other exes, for that matter) could kiss like this, she might actually have gone to bed with him.  Her arms had gone around him at some point, her hands clutching at his broad shoulders, and even though she knew academically that nothing was going to happen here, the only sounds she seemed capable of uttering were little inarticulate ones and he wasn’t letting them dissuade him.
 
   His hands slipped downward, caressing her neck, her shoulders, her sides, before cupping her waist and lifting her easily to stand her on the table.  She was taller than him suddenly, and she looked around at her new perspective with dazed eyes as his fingers gently slipped beneath her t-shirt and drew it up and off.
 
   The breeze on her bare skin got through to her at last.  “W-wait.”
 
   His lips closed over her nipple, freezing out the rest of her words to a shaky cry.  She leaned into him instinctively, and his hands swept around to her back and pulled her tight against him, his mouth working at her with greater passion.  She tried again to think of something she could say to stop him, but her brain was shocked and hot and well on its way to surrender.  She tried to step back and instead twined her fingers through his hair, holding him to her as he suckled.  One of his ears kept flicking at her wrist.
 
   “Taryn,” he breathed, and nuzzled at her bare belly before raising his head to meet her eyes again.  “Be friend of my body.”
 
   “We can’t,” she stammered.  “We just can’t.”
 
   “Do you fear me?”
 
   “No, but—”  She gasped and closed her eyes as he closed at her breast again, fighting for thought with a desperation she had never known through any other heavy-petting session.  Boyfriends she’d had before had nothing on Tonka; his confidence and gentle skill had a way of melting her thoughts and will.  It was hard to remember her name, much less the reason why this was wrong.  “Please, stop,” she whispered.
 
   He released her at once, showing concern but nothing worse.
 
   Taryn ran her hands through her hair, trying to comb serenity back into her trembling mind and body.  She’d never in her life been so ready, but when she listened past the urgent demands of her flesh, she heard the same quiet assurance that she had always heard.  “I can’t,” she said finally.
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “No.”  She laughed helplessly.  “No, you think it’s because we’re so different, but it’s not.  Right now, I completely believe we could find a way.”
 
   “Then what?” 
 
   “I’m waiting.”  She held out her empty hands in mute, apologetic appeal.  “I like you a lot, but…I’m waiting for someone I love.”
 
   He drew back, gazing at her with open wonder.  “You are virgin?” he asked.
 
   She nodded, blushing, covering her naked breasts with folded arms.  Her skin still tingled where he had touched her and there was a throbbing insistence in certain parts of her that made her wish he’d just reach out and pull her to him again.  If he did, she doubted she’d fight him off, but knowing that didn’t make it any less true when she said, “I like you, but I’m not waiting for you.”
 
   “Nay.”  He smiled and lifted her down from the table to the floor.  “Nay, you are not.  And I respect your will in this.  For my kind, there is little separation twixt friendship and desire, but to wait…”  He cupped her cheek and then let his hand move down to rest briefly on her belly, his eyes searching hers with a power that, even now, sent molten little chills from her heart to her womb and back again.  “To share first with him whom you love and to be certain that love is true…this is a precious gift, Taryn.”
 
   She ducked her head, avoiding that wondering and reverent gaze, and found her t-shirt discarded on the floor.  She put it on and when she looked up again, he was re-setting the board.
 
   “These are your armies,” he said evenly, pointing.  “And these, mine.  There are rules to govern movement, thus—”
 
   “Thank you, Tonka,” she said.  “Boy, if ever I was tempted…”
 
   He swished his tail and pecked at the floor with a forehoof, smiling.  “Aye, as was I.”  He seemed about to say something more, and then he bent and kissed her again, cupping her head and stroking gently down her hair.  Then he touched his forehead to hers, nuzzling very briefly before straightening.  “You may move however many armies you choose upon your turn,” he continued calmly.  “But you may move each only once, and only one square’s distance…”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   44.  H’wathu
 
    
 
   The morning that the bandages came off was as good as a birthday.  Taryn stood tall and proud as Ven unwrapped her hands, inspected the scars, and pronounced them healed before the breakfast gathering.
 
   “Yee-haw!” Taryn said, clapping them for practice.  “Right, I’m out of here!  It’s been fun—”
 
   “You’ll eat before you leave us,” Ven interrupted.
 
   “No, actually, I’d like to get back before—”
 
   “Now that I look twice, perhaps your hands are swollen.”
 
   “Mm, smells good,” Taryn sighed.  “What are we eating?”
 
   “Never cross me, human,” Ven said comfortably, handing her a small loaf of sweetbread.  “Those who heal know best what to hurt.”
 
   “Your mom is really brutal,” Taryn said to Shard as she took her place at the high table.
 
   The filly giggled, then sobered.  “Are you really going away?”
 
   “I really have to,” Taryn replied.  “And believe me, it’s really time.  This isn’t the worst time of the year to try and settle in out of the blue, but it’s right up there.  I can’t afford to spend this much time idle.”
 
   “Winter with us,” Shard said in a very small voice, her eyes darting to Tonka.  “Live with us.  I will share my blankets.”
 
   Taryn shook her head, smiling.  “It’d be easy, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t need help, but I can’t make you responsible for me.  I made a choice.  I need to be prepared to stand by that choice and its consequences.”
 
   “Is that integrity?”
 
   Taryn’s smile went crooked.  “It’s probably closer to pig-headedness, to tell you the truth,” she said, and Morathi at her side came out laughing.  “But it’s important to me that I at least try.  It’s not really taking care of Aisling if I just let someone else take care of me.”
 
   “I think I understand,” Shard said heavily.  She picked at her bread, her face a study in the kind of grief only the very young can muster at a moment’s notice.
 
   “It has no lock, no hinge, nor lid,” Taryn said.  “Yet golden treasure within is hid.”
 
   “A mountain?” Shard guessed, and then her eyes flashed wide.  “An egg!” she cried.
 
   Taryn nodded, raising her bread in salute.  The filly clapped her hands, then burst into tears and galloped from the lodge.  Taryn took a step after her instinctively, but no one else moved or even looked in Shard’s direction, so she stayed at the table, feeling ogrish.
 
   “Easy,” Tonka murmured, not looking at her.  “She is my own and someday must be formidable, but for now, she is still but one year old and has little experience with loss.”
 
   Taryn tried to mask her surprise by eating.  He’d mentioned the foals being ‘last season’s’, but Shard, like all the rest of them, had the human bodies of a nine or ten-year-old child.  “I’ll come back, I’m sure,” she said instead.  “I’m miserably unprepared, after all.”
 
   “Aye,” said Tonka and Ven in one voice.
 
   She shot them both an irritated look and Tonka flashed his teeth at her in a rare grin before softening the response with, “And you will always be welcome, kinswoman.”
 
   Taryn ate her bread and, under Ven’s watchful eye, ate it all, although the feeling of fullness and the anticipation of a long hike wasn’t a pleasant combination.  She finished as many of the horsemen were beginning to step away from the tables, and it gave her a guilty feeling to think of them heading out to work while she just ate and ran.  A number of them came her way to say, “Well met and well parted,” before they left the lodge, so Taryn was obligated to stand there and let them.  One, a young stallion, hung back until his way to her was clear and then came forward and said, “I would carry, kinswoman, if you wished to ride.”
 
   Stillness dropped like a stone.  Horsemen paused where they stood to look back at them.  Every ear was forward, every eye was watchful.
 
   “Thank you,” said Taryn, “but I could never do that to you.”  She did not have to force the sincerity.  The prospect of riding him like a common horse was, on some broad level, utterly appalling to her.
 
   The stallion did not stand away.  “My name is H’wathu,” he said, and this time, stillness actually seemed to become stone, with a weight and substance Taryn could feel inside and out.  “My mate and both my foals were lost,” he continued, calm and expressionless, “to human hands.”
 
   Pain lanced her like an arrow.  “I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice scarcely more than a breath and still overloud in the close air of the silent lodge.
 
   H’wathu nodded once, accepting this.  He said, “Humans have always come to the Valley, but until you, I never knew they could be good.  We are both people.  I am proud to call you kin.  I would be proud to carry you.”
 
   “I won’t,” she said.  “We are both people.  I will not ride.”
 
   He nodded, closed his eyes, and nodded again.  When he opened them, he smiled just a little.  “May I walk with you then?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, smiling relief back at him.  “That I would welcome.  Thank you.  Now if someone could just locate my pack for me—”
 
   A tap on the shoulder turned her toward Morathi, who held her backpack out to her.  As she took it, he said, “A thousand years, I think, would not be enough to have the chat that I would desire to share with you, but I am grateful to have met you.  Well parted, my daughter.”   He tipped her his bold old-man’s wink and stood aside so that she could leave.
 
   She was blushing as she walked by him, even as she wondered just exactly what it was that he did to make the shutting of one eye in his smiling face so salacious.  “I’ll be sure to stop by and chat again,” she said, determined to show him a little dignity on her way to the door.  She slung her backpack on and called Aisling out from under the table.
 
   He came running, pounced on H’wathu’s hoof, and then permitted himself to be picked up and carried out of the Jiko.  Once he realized that they were heading out of the commons, all his feathers came forward and he twisted around to look up at Taryn.  He peeped questioningly.
 
   “We’re going home, little man,” she told him.  “Can you say, ‘home’?”
 
   The horseman escorting her grunted and shook his head.
 
   “Home,” Aisling repeated, complete with the questioning tilt at the end.  He flapped his wings, peeping triumph.
 
   “I knew you could do it!”
 
   “Tis mimicry,” said H’wathu.  “You know this, of course.”
 
   “Maybe that’s how he’s supposed to learn.”  Taryn shrugged and bumped Aisling a little further up onto her shoulder, trying to flip her hair back out of preening range at the same time.  It was a delicate juggling act.  She spoke on without thinking, “My book says that most griffins don’t really do any talking for a few years, but maybe that’s just how it looks to outsiders.  Maybe they’re talking up a storm, but they’re just doing it in griffin.  Heck, for all I know, Aisling’s peeps are a real language and I’m the one that can’t speak.”
 
   “Book?”
 
   Taryn felt her breath catch in her chest.  She kept walking, facing straight ahead, and even managed a few nonchalant waves to the horsemen who had come to the kraal’s borders to see them off, but she could feel H’wathu’s stare burning into her cheek.
 
   “Book?” the horseman said again, injecting a subtle tone into the single word that said clearly that he would not be ignored.
 
   “Um.  Yes.”  She scratched unnecessarily at her hair.  It felt tangled and thick with smoke.  Time for another blisteringly-cold bath.  “A book.  There aren’t any griffins in my world, remember?  I found a book that explained a little about them so I’d know how to take care of Aisling.”
 
   Silence for a time.  The road beneath their feet faded gradually into the open plains, but Taryn picked out the swinging branch she’d tied to her home-pointing tree easily enough.  It swayed in the autumn wind, skeletal and black.  Must be just about coming up on Halloween back home, come to think of it.  How appropriate.
 
   “And this,” H’wathu remarked.  He, too, was watching the branch twist on its cord noose, but his expression had gone quietly grave.  “Is this also your doing?”
 
   “Yeah, I marked some of the trees out here so I could find my way back.”  She shrugged uncomfortably.  “I suppose it seems silly to you, but I’m used to having a lot more landmarks around.”
 
   The look he gave her then had thankfully lost its distrust, but was now openly baffled.  Still, he made no comment until they had crossed to the next tree with its straw bundle tied to it.  There, he finally said, “One would think the trees themselves adequate enough to plot a course by.”
 
   “I hate to admit it, but the trees still all look alike to me.”
 
   He stared at her.  “This one is tieneedle.  The last, white fig.  How can you possibly not see that?”
 
   Taryn sighed.  “Maybe it’s just my problem, but ever since I came here…it’s like I can only take in so many new things before I just stop seeing them.  Yes, I can see that this is a different kind of tree from the last one, but when I look around, I don’t see this particular tree and that particular tree, I just see…tree.”  She swept her eyes over the surrounding plains and its numerous trees, and shook her head.  “I have this horrible fear about getting turned around and being lost forever out here.”
 
   H’wathu gazed out at the range of mountains that ran across the entire northern line of the valley.  He slid a pointed sidelong glance down at her.
 
   “Yeah, I know.  It seems so obvious.  Maybe this stuff—”  She reached out and tapped the straw bundle marking the next tree, setting it widely swinging.  “—is nothing but a tangible representation of my peace of mind, but I’ll be honest with you, H’wathu, my peace of mind has started to get more and more precious to me lately.  You’ll forgive me if I coddle it a little.”
 
   He thought about it.  “Aye, all right,” he said at last.  “Forgiven.”
 
   Taryn sent herself a bemused mental note never to wax figurative around a Farasai.
 
   “I understand, I think, better than most of the high cost of an easy mind,” he continued.  “They were bitter coins that I paid out during those first days that I was severed of my mate and young, bitter purchases of sleep and bitter swallows of bread.  You humans seem to think there can be no fate worse than a hard death, but the cruelest irony has been than I was hurt a thousand times worse then ever my beloved was, and that only by living on in peace.”
 
   He spoke matter-of-factly, which somehow made the meaning of his words cut much deeper, but before Taryn could even try to think of something to say, H’wathu stirred and looked down at her.  “Forgive me,” he said, “that I did include you in that telling.  You are not among the count of those humans, but are my kinswoman.”
 
   “It’s all right,” she said, but the words had a hollow sound.
 
   They walked.  She didn’t remember the trip out here taking quite so long to go from tree to tree.  Aisling, perhaps lulled by her steady gait and the rhythmic clop of hooves, began to doze off.  His curved beak perfectly fit over her shoulder.  His chirring breaths tickled at her ear.
 
   “May I ask you something?” Taryn said suddenly.  She snuck a wary glance his way and found him watching her without expression from the corner of his eye.  When he nodded, she said, “Why did you tell me your name?”
 
   “Why did you give yours?” he countered.  “As you say, trust must start with someone.”
 
   Taryn bit at her lips, unsure how far she really wanted to pursue her point of curiosity.  “I’m not sure it’s really the same,” she said.  “Names seem to mean a lot more to you than they do to me.  I don’t really feel like I’m taking such a big risk.”
 
   “Nay?”  H’wathu stopped abruptly and stared at her.  “Though I have told you plainly that humans, those you share your shape if not your kind, did slay my beloved mate and the lives we made between us, yet you followed me unhesitant into the open plains, alone, unarmed, and I so heeled?”  He drew his runka in one fluid arc, letting light splash along its head.  It had one braid, with four knots tied into it.  “And you do not think you take a risk?” he asked incredulously.
 
   She met his eyes over the steel that lay between them.  “No.”
 
   “Nay?  And how not?”
 
   “Tonka trusts you.”
 
   “He is Tonka and so believes all who live under his stewardship must obey.  But it is as you say, Taryn, we are all accountable to our own true nature.  Perhaps I told you my name only to lure you here, away from those who might protect you.”
 
   Taryn searched his face and he stood still for her inspection.  His eyes were deep and stained with old, nurtured grief, but they were honest eyes, she thought.  “No,” she said.  “I don’t know why you told me, but it wasn’t for that.”
 
   “Nay,” he agreed.  He sheathed his runka and started walking again.  He looked tired.  “We are all accountable, and therefore behold the measure of my integrity.  My mate sees me still.  My foals yet look to their father.  I have seen them revenged but I will not show them a murder.  Aye, Taryn, you may trust me.  I told you my name for one reason and one reason only:  Because I wished to hear it spoken again.”
 
   Her brows climbed.  “But by me?”
 
   He lifted one shoulder and dropped it again.  He didn’t look at her.
 
   They reached another bundle-marked tree and continued on toward the next one, neither of them speaking.
 
   “No,” she said finally.  “No, there was more to it than that, wasn’t there?”
 
   He glanced at her with some indefinable emotion sparking in the shadows of his eyes.  His mouth opened and closed a few times as he silently picked through the bones of his answer.  Then he turned to her, his shoulders squaring, and started to speak.
 
   He never did.
 
   Instead, his hand flew out to catch her shoulder, shoving her swiftly and brutally to her knees.  “Be still,” he whispered, before she’d even had to time to open her mouth.  He drew his runka silently and held it raised over one shoulder, ready to throw.  And that was all.  The wind stirred his hair; he made no other movement.
 
   Taryn stayed curled around Aisling, holding his head to keep him in the dark and pinching his beak shut.  He grumbled, grawking and trying to twist out of her grip, but the dark worked its way on him as the seconds crawled by and ultimately, he began to doze.  As soon as she was satisfied that he wasn’t going to try and wrestle free, Taryn raised herself up enough to see over the tops of the grass.
 
   “Still,” H’wathu breathed.  Not even his lips moved.  “And pray the wind holds its course.”
 
   There was a creek perhaps a hundred paces away, the grass surrounding it trampled flat into a muddy clearing.  Grass ponies were gathered there by the dozens, separated off into several surly little herds.  It was not an altogether happy congregation.  They drank and glared at each other and craned their necks to crop moodily at the grain growing over them before pawing at the ground with their cloven hooves.  Every so often, one of them would bare its wickedly-sharp teeth and start a chain reaction of creepy carnivorous-horse displays.
 
   Taryn didn’t dare set Aisling down.  He’d pop those little eyes open and probably go pouncing off into the grass at once.  But she could feel her slingshot burning a hole in her back pocket.  She knew she couldn’t fire it unless she had both hands free.  The knowledge made her heart go a little rubbery and she ran her eyes over the ponies, trying to count them.  “Will they attack?” she whispered.
 
   “Everything that moves.  Be still.”
 
   He sounded so certain, so calm.  She couldn’t help but remember that day with the hoppers, and how she’d been sitting on the ground, at eye-level and in arm’s reach of the things.  Then, they hadn’t even glanced her way.  She’d just sort of assumed they weren’t aggressive toward creatures much larger than they were, but H’wathu surely knew what he was talking about better than she did.  
 
   She glanced up at him, silently pressing for a plan.  Should they just wait here for the ponies to finish drinking and move on?  Should they try to sneak away while they were still downwind of the threat?  H’wathu’s stare was fixed and unhelpful.  Taryn tried to follow it, to see what he was seeing and perhaps determine which of the grass ponies he considered to be the biggest threat.  Maybe all they had to do was take out the leader and the others would—
 
   Taryn’s eyes, quite unexpectedly, focused beyond the ponies on some subtle motion in the tall grass beyond the clearing.  She felt herself frowning as she tried to pierce the play of light and shadow, to see what H’wathu saw, and all at once, she realized she wasn’t looking at grass at all, but at the brown-on-gold striped sides of a very large creature.  One of two, she saw, and as if all they had been waiting on was a little recognition, the two beasts suddenly coiled and attacked.
 
   For some reason, Taryn’s brain decided to focus on the biology of the creatures.  She didn’t know why.  Surely the evolutionary genesis of the things couldn’t be as important as the huge sprays of blood, the crack of bone, the death-screams of the scattering ponies, but Taryn was powerless against the insistence of her brain.  When the beast lunged out to catch and crush a running pony, she could only think that they looked a lot like giant badgers or wolverines, not really a leaping critter at all, or even a running one.  They weren’t very fast and they couldn’t jump very far, but when they did, yeah, those huge, wedge-shaped jaws were just the ticket for biting little ponies in half like that.  Those massive claws were perfectly designed to rip right down to the bone.  Those teeth were made for ripping little legs and heads off.  
 
   They were, she decided, a male and a female.  The male was a bit bigger, deeper in the chest, and like the African lion he could have matched pound for pound, he had a mane of sorts—in this case, a crest of stiff, black bristles that ran down from his head until it tapered out midway down his back.  Both creatures had squat, muscular bodies and small, bobcat-stubby tails.  Didn’t need long tails if they weren’t jumpers or runners, after all.
 
   The noise had its effect on Aisling, or maybe it was the smell of blood.  Even Taryn could smell it now, a thick and coppery slick that seemed to paint the insides of her mouth and nose as she knelt frozen in the grass.  Her hands remained clamped over Aisling’s head, her arm pinned him against her chest, holding him immobile over his wriggling protests.  Fortunately, the sound of carnage covered the irritable grumbles he made.
 
   The slaughter was winding down.  The male chased a limping pony into the grass, running in great, clumsy bounds.  Taryn heard a pony-scream and then a roar, and then he came back, his muzzle bloody and gaping in a look of stupidly-brutal satisfaction.  The female picked up a pony, bit it in half, then dropped it and settled down to eat with her back to Taryn and her horseman escort.  The male circled the killing grounds, grunting loudly with each step, searching for something twitching to finish off.
 
   “Wait.”  H’wathu’s words were no more than a stirring of air.  “Wait until he feeds.  There, he—Ai, damn the luck.  Stay down.”
 
   More movement in the grass.  The male beast’s head came up from the cavity of a dead pony.  It roared once, then uttered a short string of hoarse chuffing sounds, rising from its prey as a second male came out of the grass.  The newcomer was larger, more powerfully built, and scarred by past combat.  It shook out its bristles and chuffed back, showing its fangs.  The female continued to eat, uninterested, as the two males ended their display and crashed together, rising up on their haunches and grappling like bears in the blood-soaked grass.
 
   On the nature programs that Taryn had watched as a child, the narrator always made a point of saying that conflicts between rivals may look fierce, but they seldom resulted in serious injury.  No matter how ferocious combat looked, it usually ended bloodlessly, with nothing hurt but pride, so to speak.  Of course, Taryn couldn’t remember any nature programs warning her that miniature ponies could eat hoppy anteaters either.
 
   There was never even one moment when the two males weren’t trying to kill each other.  From that first shuddering impact, claws were slashing red furrows through tawny fur and teeth were sinking into flesh.  It was swift, exacting, and it ended not only in death, but in evisceration.  The newcomer tore out the first male’s throat, roared triumph into the air above the corpse, and then planted one paw on its victim and opened it from neck to groin.
 
   Taryn began to be aware of an indistinct ache all through her body.  Every muscle was cramping at once from the effort of holding so still.  It didn’t matter.  She was frozen as effectively as if she were in a giant block of stone.  She couldn’t have moved even if she wanted to.  She’d forgotten how to even try.
 
   The victorious male eyed his prize.  He chuffed once, an aggressive sound, his claws flexing a warning in the meat of his dead rival.  The female raised her stubby tail and shifted to splay her rear legs slightly.  She never raised her head from her feast, not even as she was mounted.  When it was done, the male selected a leg from the dead fellcat and settled down beside her to eat.
 
   “Now.”  H’wathu touched Taryn’s shoulder.  “Slowly.  Stay downwind and follow me.”
 
   She tried, but couldn’t move.
 
   “Taryn.”  His hand dug in just a little.
 
   Her leg twitched.  Slowly, she uncurled, although she still couldn’t feel anything but the slamming of her heart and the splintering ache of her too-tight muscles.  She stumbled back, unable to tear her eyes from the back of the feeding beasts, and let H’wathu take her away.
 
   As soon as they were lost to sight, the shakes hit her.  Aisling started to slide from her arms, now kicking all four legs as he tried to get out from her suffocating grip, but she couldn’t bring herself to let him go.  She needed to feel his heart beating under her hand.  Even his beak nipping at her fingers felt grounding.  
 
   “Come, Taryn,” the horseman said grimly.  His hand was a warm and welcome band to steady her arm.  “I must get you to your camp and hie back to tell our chief this news, now, while they are still about under daylight to be hunted.”
 
   Taryn let go of her griffin’s beak to grope blindly for H’wathu’s back, just to have something else living to touch.  “I d-didn’t kn-know,” she said, staring blankly at a point just over his shoulder.  “F-fellcats?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   She’d known it.  She’d known it from the moment the things had leapt out and initiated the slaughter.  That was what had chased her that day.  That was what the magus had saved her from.  That was what the minotaur thought a little smoke in her hair would keep away.
 
   “Dear God, I’m living in a nylon tent,” she whispered.
 
   H’wathu grunted and rubbed at his brow.  His knuckles on the haft of his runka were white.  “I will take you back to Rucombe if you wish it, but as I know it, your encampment lies against the river near to the Tumbled Downs, and there, out of the common trod of the beasts of the plains, you are as safe as you would be in our kraal.  Safer, even, for that you keep no livestock to entice their injured to you.”
 
   She focused on him, her eyes still unblinking.  “You hunt them?  Is that what you said?  You have to go back so you can hunt them?”
 
   “It would be more accurate to say, we kill them.”  He sent a glance over the plains in the direction of the fellcats, frowning.  “It gets worse every passing year,” he muttered.  “Since the karkadan died out, our lord says.”
 
   “I’ve never seen anything…kill…like that.”
 
   “Aye.”  H’wathu’s flanks shuddered and he sheathed his runka.  “There are times I wonder if they were truly born of this world, or if they were made.  No mage has ever claimed them, but gods, who would?”  He focused on her again, stamping a hoof.  “Taryn, what will you?  To your camp or to our kraal?”
 
   He was keen to go.  She could see troubled thoughts hiding in his eyes and knew that he wanted to be racing back to Tonka to get this hunt-thing underway.  “Back to my camp,” she said, even though the last thing in the world she wanted was to be in a cheap WalMart tent with those…things…out in the plains.  “And I can find my own way.  You go, H’wathu.”
 
   He stepped back, clearly torn, but didn’t leave.
 
   “If you say I’m safer there, then I believe you,” she said, and tried not to hear the cold ghost of Antilles in her memory, whispering, ‘If they wish to hunt you, human, nothing can stop them.’  She tried to smile at H’wathu.  “It’ll make me feel a lot better to know you people are hunting them while I’m smoking the hell out of my hair tonight.”
 
   H’wathu looked over one shoulder, then back at her.  He stamped again.
 
   She abandoned her attempt at a smile.  “Go on,” she said quietly.  “Run and tell them.”
 
   “Do you know the way to go?”
 
   Taryn glanced around and located the distant swaying shape of a straw-bundle.  “Yes.”
 
   H’wathu nodded, tracking her gaze to her marker.  “Aye, then.  Swiftly go.  Taryn.”
 
   She had already set off, but she stopped now and turned back.
 
   “I did lure you out here to be alone with me,” he said calmly.  “And I gave you my name for that reason.  I wanted to see if you would kill me, if you had that chance.”
 
   Taryn drew back, stunned.
 
   “But I knew that you would not before ever we left the kraal.  I knew that you would not when you told me you would not ride.”  He studied her seriously, a faint line appearing between his slowly-knitting brows.  “I think that you are a good person,” he said at last.  “Aye.  I truly think you are.”
 
   He extended his hand to her.
 
   She took his wrist.
 
   “Kinswoman,” he said.
 
   “Kinsman.”
 
   He nodded, looking thoughtful, then released her and galloped away.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   45.  Letters From Home
 
    
 
   The mail came a few days later, as Taryn was muscling Aisling through a bath (one he decidedly did not want to take) in a new folded-bark basket that was not quite as water-tight as Taryn had hoped.  Romany hailed, came into camp with all her dragons spinning in sparkles around her hair, and set the letters on the ground after a glance at Taryn’s wet hands.  Then, to her utter astonishment, Romany sat down.
 
   Aisling, sensing distraction, immediately made a break for it out of the bathing basket and Taryn had to dive fast to catch him before he made it out into the tall grass.  This, of course, resulted in a thick coating of mud for both of them and it was back in the tub with more soap for her little prince.  When she could risk a glance around again, Romany had her fingers steepled, watching over the point with her sly-eyed smile.
 
   “Um, I’d offer you some tea, but there’s griffin-water in the cauldron at the moment,” Taryn said.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “Just as well, really.  I’m all out of tea.”  Taryn poured a few handfuls of water over her fuming griffin’s head and accepted the malicious sneeze he aimed at her in good grace.  “But there’s some caramels just inside the flap there, if you want one.”
 
   She heard the crinkle of plastic a moment later and beamed to herself, the role of hostess admirably filled despite the very real handicap of not having a damned thing to share.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever thanked you for bringing me here,” Taryn said, dropping her one towel over Aisling’s whole body and rubbing vigorously.  Happy peeps puffed up from beneath the terrycloth.  He liked this part.  “Or for anything else you’ve done, come to think of it.  But I am grateful, Romany, more than I can ever say.”
 
   “Mm.”
 
   Taryn glanced around and saw Romany in the midst of a cloud of dragons, holding up the caramel to be frantically licked by all of them.
 
   “Thee seems to be well-settled,” Romany remarked.  She looked over the garden and the plow parked nearby, a thin smile teasing at her lips.  “And well-allied.”
 
   “Yeah, finally.”
 
   Romany looked openly surprised for a moment.  Then she threw back her head in a gale of merry laughter, startling her dragons into flight as she rocked and laughed.  “Finally, does thee say?” the gypsy asked at last.  “Finally, after these spare days and nights?  What, not even a full moon’s dance twixt hatching and here and thee would say finally?!”
 
   “Well.”  Taryn blinked as Romany again dissolved in laughter.  “It seemed like a lot longer to me.”
 
   “Thee does feel things too deeply, methinks.”  Romany tossed the caramel up and watched her dragons bear it away in a squabbling storm of multi-colored glitter.  She looked at her hand, licked one finger, and then regarded Taryn with her sly smile.  “But should that be a fault, truly?  Why else would thee have risked so much to come here?  Nay, I do not wonder that thee has swiftly won allegiances.  Thee is a fine thing.”
 
   “Um.”  Taryn looked down at her muddy shirt and camping-frenzied hair.  “Thank you,” she said dubiously.
 
   “And a fine place it is that thee has chosen to be thy kingdom.”  Romany’s eyes turned westward, to the distant ridge of ice-capped mountains, and her expression became a little longing.  “My family resides in that domain,” she said.  “Would that I could go to them.”
 
   “I thought you went where you willed.”
 
   “Aye, easy enough to travel,” Romany replied matter-of-factly.  “But I would not have them know what business brings me to this world.  Elsewise, I would go.  But absence is the sweetest spice to reunion’s feast, or so they would say.”  She glanced at Taryn’s mail, then up to Taryn’s face.  “Has thee letters for me?”
 
   “Oh, are you leaving already?  I just got cleaned up.”
 
   “Aye, but my road is long and the wind is calling.”
 
   “Well,” said Taryn, smiling to mask her disappointment.  “I guess you can’t argue with wind.”
 
   “Aye, thee can, but to what effect?  It will blow regardless.”  Romany stood up and shook out her skirts, then stepped aside so that Taryn could get her letters for home out of her backpack.  She took them and tucked them away in her sleeve, but made no immediate move to leave.  Her gaze drifted out over the plains and she smiled a faint, wistful smile.  “Of all the lands to which thee may have traveled, I am glad that thee came to settle here.  Long have I desired to be made welcome here.”
 
   “Of course you’re welcome here,” Taryn said, surprised.
 
   Romany smiled around at her, her eyes shining with that knowing light.  “Aye,” she laughed.  “Of course and finally.  Ah, thee!”  She leaned in suddenly and kissed Taryn right on the lips.  She tasted of honey and foreign spice.  She drew back, saw Taryn’s expression, and burst into a merry peal of laughter before she turned and walked away, her voice already rising in song.
 
   Taryn stared after her, trying not to feel too shocked.  It had not been an entirely sisterly kiss…
 
   The letters at her feet caught her eye.  She sat down, raised her arm so that Aisling could come bounding into the nest of her folded legs, and picked them up.  Three of them this time.  One from her parents, one from Rhiannon, and one—
 
   Oh hell.  One from Aunt Janet.
 
   She’d been expecting this ever since she got the head’s up about her evil cousin’s photo tour of Granna Birgit’s belongings, but she wasn’t in any kind of mood to open it and take the blasting she was sure Aunt Janet had enclosed.  Even her name and address on the envelope looked angry.
 
   Taryn moved it to the bottom of her short stack of letters and opened the one from Rhiannon instead.
 
   Holy God, that guy is cute! it began.  Not even a Dear Taryn.  She settled back with a smile to read.  
 
    
 
   Too bad about the spear thing, but hopefully, your new neighbors will all lighten up once they see how feeble you are.  Tonka is a weird name.  I wonder if the truck people ripped it off from his tribe or if somebody in their tribe named their kid after a truck.  I looked up Farasai on the Internet trying to figure out exactly where you are, but all I found out was that farasi is Swahili for horse, so you’re somewhere in Africa, which you already knew.  Are you going to learn Swahili while you’re there?  I totally would.  Then I could swear in Swahili and nobody would know I was calling them a rimjobber or whatever.  I tried to look up Tonka, too, but I just found the truck people so I don’t know what his name means.  It probably means hottie, because that guy is a real good-looking slab of man-meat!
 
    
 
   It went on from there, rambling its way through the trials and tribulations of her little sister’s life, her senior year at high school (Getting mostly A’s and B’s this year, but I’m getting a D in chemistry again and it’s totally the teacher’s fault because he just hates me for no reason), her job as a coffee house barista (Swear to God, this lady comes in four times a day asking for a triple-shot one-percent latte, one caffeine, one de-caf, and one half-de-caf, with half an inch of foam and heated to precisely one hundred thirty degrees because she says she can taste the temperature), her boyfriend and all the reasons why should dump him and find a new one (He thinks Nascar is a sport and he bites his toenails), and the one reason why she didn’t (He can make me melt from across the room just by looking at me), and so on.  She ended with a list of all the people who had been asking about Taryn, reiterated that their mother cried all the time these days, and told Taryn to sneak in another picture of Tonka, a full-body shot this time, so she’d have something to pin up on her bedroom ceiling.
 
   She signed off with Miss you a “Little Bit”, which was Taryn’s old nickname for her.  Rhiannon hadn’t used it since she was eight, when she’d loudly proclaimed that she was too big to be little and Taryn was a boogerhead for indicating otherwise.  Taryn’s nostalgic smile at seeing it again became a laugh when she flipped the letter over and found P.S. You’re still a boogerhead printed in tiny letters on the back.
 
   But the warm glow brought on by Rhiannon’s rambling letter faded fast when she opened the one from her parents.  It was just a quick note, just a few lines really, in her mother’s hurried handwriting.
 
    
 
   Taryn (it said)
 
   Your grandmother had a heart attack at two o’clock this morning.  She has been moved to the critical care unit of the facility, and while she is expected to recover, we’ve been told that her system may have suffered some damage.  I know you will be very upset at having to be so far away right now, but everyone understands the importance of what you’re doing.  Everyone who matters anyway, and if you get anything from that hateful sister of mine, my advice is to tear it right up.  Telling me how she sent Cliodnha away with you to escape the clutches of the ‘evil cousins’ was the only thing that could make my mother smile while they were taking her to the hospital, so if you send anything that she gave you back because Janet tells you to, I will personally come to Africa and put you over my knee.
 
   I’ll write again when there’s more to tell.  Right now, just know that things are stabilizing and we all love you.  Take care of your hands and give baby Aisling a kiss from his family over here.
 
   Mom
 
    
 
   Taryn folded the sheet of paper into a small square and tucked it into the envelope with Rhiannon’s letter.  Then she just sat and faced out into the grass, letting her hand stroke down Aisling’s back as she tried to take in what she’d read.  Expected to recover wasn’t the same as going to recover.  And even if Granna Birgit did get better…well, it would be three more years before Aisling was grown up enough for Taryn to let him go, and that was only assuming that he’d found his way into a storm of other griffins.  Seeing as he was raised by a human, maybe they wouldn’t even take him.  She’d never considered that until now, but what if it were true?  Could she leave Aisling to live all by himself?  Could she live the rest of her life without ever seeing Earth again?
 
   What if something really bad happened back home?  Taryn wouldn’t even hear about it for days, maybe even weeks.  If…If Granna Birgit died…Taryn might not even find out until after the funeral had already happened.  She might be able to leave Aisling with Tonka for a day or two and convince Romany to take her home for a quick trip, but she’d still be late.  She…
 
   She’d abandoned her family.
 
   Taryn sat numbly on the cold ground, staring out into space, feeling hollow. 
 
   She had no right to do that.  She had no right to put Aisling ahead of everyone and everything just because of what he was.  She was a horrible, selfish person.  She’d turned her back on the people she owed the most and now…
 
   Taryn looked down at the last letter.  Aunt Janet’s tiny, furious handwriting glared up at her from the envelope, shouting her name in accusation.  Taryn opened it.
 
    
 
    You self-serving, malicious little brat.
 
    
 
   Taryn crumpled up the letter in her fist, sat with it in her lap for a while, then smoothed it out again and kept reading.
 
    
 
   How dare you take advantage of an old, sick woman like that!  You’re nothing but a miserable little thief exploiting a frail, senile woman and unless I have the items you stole back in my possession by the first of the month, I am going to sue you for every penny you ever hope to possess.  And don’t think you can hide from me in whatever low place you’ve run off to, because I am perfectly content to sue the rest of your conniving family in your absence. 
 
   And Life Corps?  Don’t make me laugh!  There’s no such organization.  I don’t know what you’re off doing with yourself, but believe me when I say I can send people to find out and regardless of where you really are, if I find out you sold my mother’s wedding ring and heirloom cauldron for your drug money, I will see you in jail where you can spend the next ten years of your life being slutted out for cigarettes.  Think about that, you snot-faced little bitch.
 
   The first of the month.
 
    
 
   It was not signed.  Taryn folded the paper in half, in half again, in half yet again, and then tossed it into the coals.  The edges burned slowly and without flame, blackening gradually inward and sending up a waving sheet of smoke, which was a fitting end for the words being consumed.
 
   She never should have read the stupid thing.  She should have just burned it as soon as she saw who it was from.  She felt worse than ever, and now she wasn’t just a whole world away from her family, she’d brought the wrath of Aunt Janet down on them.
 
   Taryn picked up her firestick and morosely poked the folded paper further into the coals, trying to make it burn faster.  Abruptly, she changed her mind and started banking her fire instead, moving Aisling to one side as she went about shutting down her camp.  She had plenty of things she needed to be doing right now, but her concentration was shot.  It was time for an outing.
 
   She needed to see a friendly face.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   46.  Poor, Lonely Magus
 
    
 
   Finding the cabin was easier than she expected it to be.  After all, there wasn’t a trail of any kind leading through the woods.  Taryn wasn’t quite sure how the magus managed that.  He must not leave very often, although how he could be a homebody and still eat was a mystery to her.  There was no garden around the side of the cottage, no chicken coop, no nothing.
 
   But she did find it, which was the important thing, and as soon as her eyes spied the cozy little cabin nestled in its little clearing in the middle of the dense forest, she felt much better.  The whole way here, she’d been wanting to turn aside.  Go see Tonka instead, or maybe go across the bridge and see if she could find wherever it was that Antilles lived.  The thought of the magus’s cat was still an unnerving one, but the letter from Aunt Janet had made her miserable enough that the magus himself suddenly looked very sympathetic to her.  She’d run out on him in hysterics, and after he’d saved her life and everything.  The least she could do was drop by and try to be neighborly.
 
   Besides, although she hated to admit it, what she wanted most of all after that awful letter was a little human contact.  And Tonka and the other Farasai, as friendly as they were now, simply couldn’t fit that bill.
 
   Taryn walked up to the cabin door and knocked, feeling slightly ridiculous as she did so.  Knocking was still cemented in her mind as the polite thing to do, and she saw no practical reason why that should change here in Arcadia, but it still felt odd.  The magus had the only real door for miles around (the lodges at Tonka’s kraal did have wooden doors, but no catches.  They swung to a closed position from which they could be either barred securely or simply nudged open) and she was probably the only person in all Arcadia who would knock on one.  Nevertheless, habits were habits.
 
   “Taryn!” she heard the magus call, and sudden happiness surged through her glum fugue at the very sound of her name.  He followed up with a muted, “Get back there.  Go on.  Go!” and the woman-cat’s petulant voice replied, “Don’t want to go.  Is he angry?  I hate him.  It’s dark in here.”  A door closed, and then the one before her opened to reveal the magus broadly smiling.
 
   “A visitor,” he said.  “My first in fifty years.  Come in, come in.  And you brought your little friend.”
 
   Taryn set Aisling down after a cautious glance proved the back room’s door was indeed shut tight.  (The cat was on the other side, loudly proclaiming that she wanted to come out and that she hated the magus and wanted to kill him, but she seemed incapable of reaching for the simple latch and opening the door.)  Aisling, freed from Taryn’s restraining grip, immediately pounced under the magus’s robe, lashing his tail high and yowling to himself.
 
   “Um…” said the magus.
 
   “He won’t bite.  Just jiggle your toes a little.  He’ll run off.”
 
   The magus lifted the hem of his robe just enough for Taryn to see the first human feet other than her own since arriving in Arcadia.  He shook his foot a little and Aisling leapt back, screeching happily as he gamboled madly around the room.
 
   “Cute,” said the magus.  His eyes were riveted to the griffin’s every move.  “How long have you had him?”
 
   “I’m not totally sure.  I haven’t been keeping a calendar and the days kind of blend together.  About a month, I guess.”
 
   “Mm hm.”  The magus continued to watch Aisling for a moment more, but then abruptly straightened up and waved her into the kitchen ahead of him.  “Oh, where’s my head?  Let me get the kettle on.  And look!  I made another chair, just for you.”
 
   He’d put some effort into it, clearly.  The new chair was broad-backed, with contoured curves in the seat, not just a slab of wood, and a cushion made from some woolly kind of animal.  She didn’t recognize the critter who’d donated the necessary materials, but she supposed it could have been some russet-colored sheep or maybe the hide off one of the yak-like grazing monsters.  The young ones were sort of that color.
 
   “Hm?  Oh…goat,” the magus said, when she asked.  “Turned out to belong to someone, although I didn’t realize it at the time.  Didn’t make any friends that day.”  He glanced at her as she knelt down to see how the thing had been built.  “Aren’t you going to try it out?”
 
   “Sure am.  Just wanted to…What’s this?”  
 
   Her fingers, trying to feel out whether he’d attached the legs with pins or with pitch, had run across what felt like a carving.  She tipped the chair onto its back legs and saw an image cut into the underside of the seat—something abstract and highly detailed, all curves and shapes and connecting lines.
 
   “I tried my hand at carving,” the magus answered, watching her.  “I didn’t like the result, so I put it on the bottom.  Where I figured no one would see it.”
 
   “Whoops.”  Taryn righted the chair and stood up.  “It’s very nice.”
 
   “Thanks.  Are you going to sit now?”
 
   A crash from the other room signaled Aisling’s successful bid to knock over the only piece of furniture there, as well as all the books stacked on it.  The griffin came darting to her immediately afterward, eyes panicked and tail between his legs.  She scooped him up and went to inspect the damage.  “Nothing’s broken,” she called, righting the table.
 
   “Yeah, it’s hard to break a book,” the magus said dryly.  “Sit down already.  Do you suppose I could interest him or you in a bite to eat?”
 
   “I could be tempted.  What do you say, Aisling?” she asked, rubbing his beak feathers.
 
   The magus, who had been reaching down a platter of blobbish-looking biscuits, turned around fast.  “Aisling?” he said sharply.
 
   Aisling peeped.
 
   “Um, yes.  Why?  Is that a dirty word here?”  The thought that she may have inadvertently named her young griffin something socially-awkward was a particularly alarming one.  No one else had mentioned it if it was, but then, the horsemen weren’t in the habit of pointing out other people’s mistakes.
 
   “Aisling,” the magus said again.  “To me, Aisling.”
 
   Aisling headed agreeably over, got distracted halfway there by the woolly cushion on the chair, and attacked it instead.
 
   The magus’s smile faded to a frown.  He looked at Taryn.
 
   “What?” she said, amused.  “How many two-month olds do you know who come when they’re called?  No biting, Aisling,” she added, chasing him off the cushion.  “You act like you expect him to obey just because you—”
 
   “Sit down, Taryn.”
 
   She sat.
 
   At once, whatever mildly chiding thought she’d been trying to express went completely out of her head.  Arcadia meant a lot of long walks and hard ground when the walking was done.  It felt great to be off her feet and on a real chair.  The pleasure of it was glowy warm, almost sensual.  Taryn leaned back, wiggling herself cozy.
 
   “All right?” the magus asked.  He was smiling again.
 
   “Indescribably grand.”  It was.  All the strength seemed to have gone right out of her legs.  She thought she could sit there forever.
 
   The magus brought his platter of biscuits over for her to try.  The first bite was dry and uninspired, with a gritty texture and a bitter aftertaste, but she ate it anyway.  One couldn’t judge everyone by Ven’s cooking.  Besides which, Taryn had yet to even attempt something as complicated as a biscuit.  She offered Aisling the next bite, however.
 
   Aisling wasn’t as polite as she was.  He sniffed, sat and preened a toenail excessively, and then galloped off to pounce on the magus’s feet again.
 
   “Off, Aisling,” he said, and looked mildly put out by the griffin’s utter lack of obedience.  But he certainly didn’t seem cross as he bent down to chase the griffin away with a few well-placed pats.  “How old do you suppose he was when you found him?” he asked.
 
   “I hatched him,” Taryn said proudly.
 
   The magus straightened up and gave her a sharp look.  “How did you chase off the cob and crown?” he asked.
 
   “I didn’t chase anyone off.  The egg was abandoned.”
 
   “Griffins don’t abandon their eggs.”
 
   “Griffins don’t go to Earth either, but that’s where I found it.”  Taryn forced herself to finish off her awful biscuit, and the magus’s attention dipped to her mouth as she chewed.
 
   “Eat up,” he murmured, and then smiled to take away any cryptic overtones.  “That couldn’t have been an easy incubation.  Did you keep any eggshell?”
 
   “No.  You know, I almost did, but I figured it wouldn’t survive the trip out here, so I just crushed it up good and threw it out.”
 
   The magus performed a slow blink.  It was an eerily familiar expression for Taryn.  Rhiannon did that, usually just before she said words that began with, ‘What kind of idiot’, but the magus only smiled.  “The chance to see a griffin’s egg up close is what one might call a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,” he explained.  “Like all magi, I’m a naturalist at heart.”
 
   Taryn launched into a description of Aisling’s egg, taking periodic bites of a second biscuit so the magus wouldn’t get his feelings hurt.  He seemed to be listening, but it was impossible to gauge his interest.  He had a way of breaking eye contact to study her face, actions that invariably brought a smile to his own, as well as a predatory gleam she didn’t care for.  The kettle sang and the magus started steeping a pot of tea, now examining her legs.
 
   Or her jeans, Taryn reminded herself.  He’d been here for fifty years, he’d said.  Her clothes had to hold at least as much interest as what she was packing in them.  Or maybe not, but in any event, she felt unusually willing to be ogled by him.
 
   She accepted her cup of tea and drank.  It settled in her stomach in a warm glob that got bigger the more she swallowed.  She didn’t recognize the flavor even a little, so she asked him what it was.
 
   He looked surprised and then amused.  “Nothing special,” he said.  “My own blend, made of teas native to my home.  Have another biscuit.”
 
   “No, I couldn’t.  They’re good, though.”
 
   “Have one, Taryn.”
 
   She had one.  Aisling still wasn’t interested and the magus spent the time it took her to eat alternating between staring at the griffin and staring at Taryn’s legs.  It didn’t bother her as much this time.  In fact, she found it oddly flattering.
 
   “Aren’t you going to have any tea?” she asked once she’d finished her horrible biscuit.
 
   “Alas, I spent all of my spare time making your chair,” he said.  “I’ll try to have a second cup for your next visit, and we’ll have a proper tea.”
 
   “It’s nice to have something to look forward to,” she teased.
 
   He considered that, his smile slowly broadening.  “You know, it is at that.”  He let his hand rest on Aisling’s back, stroking the soft fur in lingering movements.  “And it’s been a long time since I’ve really looked forward to anything at all, to tell you the truth.  But I do now.”  His teeth gleamed in a grin as he gazed at Aisling, and then he glanced behind him to the mantle over his hearth, where that glass of water was still sitting.  “I have so much to look forward to.  Who would have thought patience could be so exciting?”
 
   The intensity in his face made her somewhat uncomfortable.  Not enough to get up, but enough to avert her eyes.  “When was the last time?” she asked, groping for a new topic of conversation.
 
   “When…?”
 
   “You looked forward to something.”
 
   Some dark and shamed emotion crashed down through his unsettling expression and left it safely neutral again.  “I don’t want to talk about that, Taryn,” he said.  “But I would like to talk about you.  How did you come to Arcadia?”
 
   She shrugged, strangely reticent to discuss Romany’s part.  “I came through some woods,” she said, purposefully vague.
 
   She saw surprise for the second time and the magus leaned forward.  “Which woods?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Those.”  She pointed in a general southerly direction and the magus’s surprise became all out astonishment.
 
   “You came through the Wyvern’s Wood?  How long were you there?”
 
   “Pretty long,” she answered.
 
   “At night?”
 
   “It was when I got out, yeah.”
 
   “Did you meet anyone?”
 
   “No.”  She regarded him over the rim of her cup.  “Does someone live there?”
 
   He ignored the question.  “And then you crossed the plains in the dark?”
 
   All this interest was unnerving to her, even if it was of an understandable sort.  “No,” she said.  “There was a place where I spent the night.”
 
   He stilled, although his eyes continued to shine with that awe-struck fascination.  He glanced behind him to the mantel over his hearth, to the water glass that was still half-empty, and back to her, his brows puckering.  “What place, Taryn?  Tell me.”
 
   She didn’t want to.  The memory of the Standing Stones had always been a confusing and vaguely embarrassing one, but when he asked, her mouth opened in unhesitating reply.  “A ring of stones.”
 
   “You made camp near them?  Tell me, Taryn.”
 
   She shook her head.  “I slept inside them.”
 
   “Did anything happen?”  The magus bent over her and took one of her hands.  He was starting to sweat.  “Tell me, Taryn.”
 
   She squirmed in her comfy chair, trying to avoid the confession that strained to come free of her at his request.  “I had some wild dreams, but nothing—”
 
   “Tell me your dreams, Taryn.”
 
   And all at once, she wanted to.  The memory-touch of that ghostly phallus, soft and hard as satin over iron, returned to her hand; her fingers curled and half-raised in a thoughtless stroking motion that drew the magus’s piercing eye.  She wanted to tell him all of it, to relive that night and those dreams.  She could still feel his mouth on her, his tongue inside her.  Her loins began to throb insistently, a hot harmony to the memory of those chill touches.
 
   “Tell me your dreams, Taryn,” the magus said again.  His voice had hardened.
 
   “I don’t remember them,” she said, and got up.  Instantly, the sexual ache between her legs winked out and her mind cleared.  “Sorry,” she said, still thinking distractedly of the Standing Stones, that last phantom kiss in the morning. 
 
   He looked shocked for a brief instant.  His hand rose as though he meant to shove her back into her chair, but then he straightened up and forced a smile.  “I suppose it doesn’t matter,” he said, and gave the water glass on his mantle one last glance.  “But I am amazed at your story.  I can tell by your accent that you hail from the West Coast, although I can’t pin down Oregon or Washington…?”
 
   “Both,” she said, grinning.
 
   “And it’s easy enough to know why you came,” he added, nodding to Aisling.  “But the how still confounds me.  Magi spend years in the search for the old pathways, and most never find one.  The ones that do…well, the old roads are treacherous.  Not many make it through.”  He looked her up and down, frowning.  “No offense, but you clearly didn’t spend years looking, and you’re just as clearly unsuited for the dangers of the road.”
 
   “I’m not as helpless as I look.”
 
   He laughed.  Hard.
 
   “I’m not!” she said, a trifle crossly.  “And I’m getting a little tired of everyone I meet just assuming that I am!”
 
   “Don’t make me prove it to you,” the magus said, wiping tears of mirth from his eyes.  “You have no idea how hard I’m trying to behave myself.”
 
   “You go right ahead.  I don’t have a—”
 
   “Kiss me, Taryn.”
 
   Taryn’s mouth clicked shut on her newborn indignation and she stepped up and pressed her lips to his cheek.  She stepped back again, frowning.
 
   The magus’s smile had faded and that intense and hungry look came back.  “Again,” he said.  “Kiss my mouth, Taryn.  Slowly.”
 
   She did, and his lips parted, pushing hers further open.  His hands slipped into her hair, cupping her head, holding her while he attacked her mouth with bruising force.  He kissed her in short, harsh onslaughts, thrusting deeper with each fresh wave, oblivious to her complete lack of passion.  His breath invaded her in hard pants, and then he tore himself away.
 
   The magus stepped back, staring at her with a conflicted frown and visibly fighting for control.  She started to speak, but he cut her off with a sharp, “Silence, Taryn!”  Her mouth closed again and his lips curved in a crooked smile.
 
   “You see how easy,” he began, and then suddenly seized her and yanked her into another kiss.  “You see how easy it can be!” he groaned, and shoved his hand beneath her shirt to close on her breast.  “Tell me you want me, Taryn.”
 
   Taryn groped at his hand clumsily.  It felt like she had to reach through a pool of tar to find him, and as soon as she did, he stepped back and snapped, “Be still, Taryn!”  Her hand fell again.  She stood quiet and calm as he circled around her, wolf-like, hunting for a new line of attack.
 
   “Tell me you want me, Taryn,” he said again.
 
   “I…want…”  Her mouth moved soundlessly for a few seconds more and then she just stood quiet.
 
   His hand darted out to snatch at her t-shirt.  He pulled, muttered a curse, and then awkwardly pushed it up as far as her neck.  He stared hungrily at her naked breasts for a few seconds, then cupped one in his hand and squeezed it tight.  “Now touch me, Taryn.”
 
   She lifted her finger obediently and touched the tip of his nose.
 
   He gave her a look that was two parts irritation to one part amusement and every part stained with lust.  He caught her wrist and moved her hand to the hardness jutting beneath his robe.  “Here, Taryn.  Touch me here.”
 
   He released her hand and she stayed there, the head of his stiff shaft pressing on her palm.  She could feel herself frowning, but she couldn’t seem to muster any emotion.
 
   “You want to stroke me, Taryn,” the magus said, rolling her breasts beneath his hands.
 
   “No,” she said seriously.  “No, I really don’t.”
 
   He cut his eyes heavenward, still massaging her in his singularly crude manner.  “Fine, but do it anyway, Taryn.  Now.”
 
   “N-no.”  Dizziness assailed her, rising like bile until it consumed her entire body, but when it ebbed away at last, she was stepping back.  “No, I don’t want to.”
 
   “Taryn,” the magus said sharply.  “Be still.”
 
   She froze for a while, then roused sluggishly and looked for Aisling.  “It’s getting late.”
 
   “Don’t go, Taryn.”
 
   She bent and got Aisling from the denning place he’d picked under the table.
 
   “I said, do not leave this house, Taryn!  Taryn, be still!”  Sweat popped out on his brow like bubbles appearing in a heating pot.  “I command you, Taryn, to be still!”
 
   She stopped again, head bent, Aisling heavy in her loose grip, but again she stirred and started moving.  “I’ll come back another day,” she heard herself say mushily.  “I do enjoy these visits.  It’s getting late.  I do so enjoy these visits.”
 
   He circled her again, the muscles of his jaw jumping as he glared at her.  “Tell me your name,” he said, once he stood before her again.
 
   “My name is Taryn.”
 
   His fist flew up, cocked and aimed, and Aisling, who had been looking from one to the other of them with growing perplexity, went rigid in her arms and shrilled out a piercing cry of attack.  Taryn gasped, her mind freezing in an instant’s clear thought—her Aisling in danger!—and then she faded again, aware of the struggling griffin but unable to respond.
 
   The magus opened his hand slowly and showed it to Aisling.  He took a bite from the snapping beak without flinching, and then another one, this one scarcely a pinch.  Aisling quieted, still bristling and suspicious, and allowed the magus to stroke his quivering feathers.  
 
    “Tell me your whole name, Taryn,” he said tightly.  His eyes on her were burning.  She could feel them in her mind.  She could feel all of him.  “All the name your mother gave you!”
 
   “I…I have to go now.”  Her leg twitched, but she couldn’t make it move.  She stared down at her foot, feeling her heart continue its steady beats, just as though she were in no danger at all.  “I do so…enjoy…”
 
   Aisling hissed.
 
   “All right, all right.  Shh.”  The magus, his breath still rough and angry, plucked Aisling out of her grip and set him on the floor.  He pulled her t-shirt down to cover her breasts and then gripped her shoulders, lightly rubbing.  “It’s all right, Taryn.  You are free to leave, only listen a moment longer.  Be easy, Taryn.  Listen.”
 
   She relaxed with a sigh of relief, waiting.
 
   “I can wait,” he said, and bared his teeth in an feral snarl, but then laughed.  “You are making me play all these old games again, and I just can’t decide whether it excites me or just infuriates me.”  He raised a hand to caress her cheek, the way he might caress the lines of a fine vase.  “What do you think, Taryn?”
 
   “I think I want to go home,” she said.  There were tears in her voice, although she felt no sorrow.  She felt nothing at all but that faint relief that he had told her she was free to leave.  She only had to listen a moment longer.  It was all right.  But he had asked her what she thought, and so the thoughts at the fore of her brain came spilling right out.  “I think you want to hurt me.”
 
   “No, no,” he said soothingly, and laughed again.  “I don’t want to hurt you, Taryn.”  He slipped a hand down to cup her buttocks, pulling her against her weak resistance until the rod of his erection pressed firmly against her.  He guided her hips in lazy circles, his eyes sliding shut.  “But I could,” he murmured.  “You don’t have to think about that.  In fact, I’d rather you didn’t.  But I do want you to know it, somewhere down deep in the back of your mind.  I could hurt you in ways you can’t even imagine.  But I choose, Taryn, I choose to love you instead.  Thank me, Taryn.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said with pauseless obedience.  Her hands rose to brace against his chest.  She pushed, tears welling in her staring eyes.
 
   The magus chuckled, a sound without humor, and put her at arm’s length.  “Hush, Taryn,” he said, rubbing at his eyes.  “Don’t cry, Taryn.  I won’t touch you.”  He raised his gaze to hers, his jaw clenching.  “I can wait.”
 
   She met his angry stare, withstood the weight of his eyes as they raked down once in frustration over her body.  She could feel nothing but the desire to be gone.
 
   The magus drew in a breath and let it out slow.  “I command you, Taryn,” he said.  “I command you to forget everything that happened here.”  He touched a finger to her brow and said a word, one that coiled around her thoughts like a living thing, echoing and building on its own unpronounceable sound until it swallowed her consciousness whole.
 
   Taryn closed her eyes, opened them, and had forgotten.
 
   “You came to see me, Taryn.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We had tea.”
 
   “Tea.”  She focused on his face with timid remembrance.  “I…like your tea.”
 
   He gave her a weary-looking smile.  “Thank you.”  He removed his finger from her forehead.  “You’ll come again soon?”
 
   Was she leaving already?  Taryn looked around, trying to orient herself in a room that seemed to have gone slightly skewed.  Aisling was hunkered at her heel, glaring at the magus with his feathers slicked flat.  She bent and scooped him up.  “As soon as I can,” she promised.
 
   “I look forward to it.”  He went ahead of her to open the door and stood behind it.  He was still smiling, but it had a tightness to it that robbed it of much of its warmth.  Maybe he had a headache.  Taryn did.
 
   “So do I,” she said, but a sense of unpleasant vertigo crawled through her as the words came out, making them feel like a lie.  She eyed him uncertainly, then leaned around the door and kissed him on the cheek for goodbye.
 
   He didn’t relax much, but at least his smile twitched slightly toward a genuine pleasure.  “Goodbye, Taryn.  Visit again.”
 
   Taryn hupped Aisling up higher in her arms and started for home.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   47.  The Wizard
 
    
 
   The wizard shut his door and barred it, then turned and went swiftly to his private chamber and opened it.  The cat was stretched out comfortably on his bed, but raised her head the moment he appeared and regained her petulant posture to say, “I hate him.  He locked me up in the dark.  I would like to kill him.”
 
   The wizard ignored her words and pulled his robe off.  The rough fabric scoured at his rigidity, a sensation not entirely unpleasant.  He went to the bed, his loins throbbing harder with each new step.  The cat sat up to watch him.
 
   “He wants to do sex,” she said.  “I want to do sex.  I will kill him later, maybe.”  Her tail lashed and she rolled onto her belly, arching her bottom towards him with anticipation.  “I want to do sex!” she moaned, kneading at his bedroll.
 
   The wizard made a gesture and his cat’s voice was gone.  She wasn’t aware of it; her lips continued to move in soundless, plaintive cries.  Another gesture and the cat dropped limp, still conscious, still aware, but utterly unmoving.  Being an animal, he needed no secret name to command her, only his will.  He had grown complacent, he supposed.  It was a frustration.  
 
   The wizard turned her onto her back.  He looked at her and saw, not his creature’s flawless and well-used body, but Taryn’s.  Ah, even the air was a torment on his swollen shaft now.
 
   He closed his eyes, summoning Taryn’s face in his mind, and kissed the cat.  He tasted blood, old and sour, and moved at once to kiss the curve of her jaw instead.  Taryn’s breath had been sweet with tea, soft and moist and exquisite.  He found her breasts—Taryn’s full, firm breasts—and rolled them in his hands as his loins ached.  He sucked a nipple between his teeth and teased it with his tongue, pulling her bodily up against his mouth in imitation of her lustful response.
 
   He needed her name.  He’d forgotten that the humans of Earth took so many.  With her whole name, he could have compelled her to lie with him willingly.  He could have painted his manhood with virgin’s blood.
 
   Sex was the first magic and in many ways still the strongest.  Sex would amplify his hold over her even if he did nothing else but take her.  But that union lent itself so well to spell-casting.  The energy, the intimacy—all the primal powers of that ancient rite supplied their own magic, needing only a wizard’s will to guide it.  He could take her name easily once he’d placed his seed in her willing body.  He could make her willing if he had her whole name.  Two halves of a perfect circle…but they wouldn’t fit together, and the aggravation of it burned in him like live embers.
 
   But in a way, this was best.  He was being too eager.  A virgin could be milked of so many valuable commodities.  Life’s blood, moon’s blood, tears, hair, the oils of pleasure—the list was not endless, but it was lengthy, and when it did end, there would still be the having of Taryn herself.  But not yet.
 
   The wizard opened his cat’s thighs and brought them up around his hips.  He entered too easily, but could well imagine Taryn’s tightness, the resistance of her maidenhead.  And the slickness of the vessel that did admit him was a gratifying fantasy of desire.  He drove into her again and again, imagining her cries, her moans, her hands clutching at his back.
 
   She had asked him about the last time he’d looked forward to anything.  As obscene as it now seemed to him, it had been this.  All those months of waiting for his latest creature to mature, to be ready for him.  He had taken her six times that first day.  And it had been six months since last he’d lain with her, and he’d needed magic to make his body willing.  She’d been in heat then, and he’d taken her only after several days of slowly being driven mad by her frantic wails for sex.  She repulsed him now.  In no small way, he repulsed himself that he lay with her.
 
   But this was no longer the cat.  It was Taryn beneath him.  He could feel his shaft swelling even harder as he took that beautiful body and his mouth crushed down on her ripe breast.  His virgin.
 
   She should be tighter.  The wizard pushed her legs up around his shoulders, withdrew into the hell of open air, and then shoved delightfully into the clenched sweetness of his creature’s nether side.  His virgin Taryn.  He began to pump hard, shaking the bed on which they lay.  His innocent Taryn.  It would be years before she learned all the ways in which she could be used.  His creature Taryn.
 
   He burst inside her with a groan, feeling the sheath of her constricted passage grow that much tighter with the pressure of his seed.  He continued to thrust, a desperate bid to prolong his pleasure, but it was done.  It was done and now it was just his creature again, and he knew only disgust at her touch.
 
   He rose, releasing her from her paralysis with a weary wave, and the cat arched up, shrieking.  Not from pain.  Not from outrage, or anger, or even spell-cast shock.  She screamed purely from frenetic, animal passion, as mindless in her pleasure as she was in her speech.
 
   The wizard watched her spring to the floor with her easy grace, her tail whipping through the air as she ran to see if the door would open.  From her mouth poured an endless stream of violence, of the hunger for hot blood and soft flesh that always followed her cummings.  He had no stomach to listen, not with Taryn’s face still fresh in his mind and imaginings.  He raised the bar and opened the door, her scratching at it with her dainty claws the whole while.  
 
   The cat dashed out to hunt and the wizard left the door open for her return.  He went to his kitchen to stare in grim longing at the clear water that had touched Taryn’s lips.  The proof of her continued virginity was there.  
 
   He needed her whole name.
 
   The next time she came to him, he would have it.  She had eaten his food, and when she’d eaten enough of it, he could form the Augment to root in her.  She could not possibly deny his commands after that.  She would tell him her name.  She would give him her body.  She would become all his creature.
 
   He could wait.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   48.  The Dead City
 
    
 
   Taryn walked through the woods for what could have been minutes or hours.  She had no thoughts and only a vague awareness of place or direction.  When she emerged into the plains, she was struck first by how low the sun now hung in the sky—had she really spent all day with the magus?  Doing what?—and then by a wave of humiliation and panic.
 
   Aisling dropped from her arms as she staggered toward the lake, but she only made it a few steps before she fell to her knees and was violently sick.  The act of disgorging  brought on a rush of terrified tears, baffling in their intensity.  She crawled away from the mess she’d made and collapsed where the grass began to turn to sand.  There, she sobbed herself dry, curled into a ball of human misery, closed to the disapproving stare of the sun and Aisling’s repeated efforts to comfort.
 
   When the storm passed, she continued to lie on the ground, her eyes shut and glued with tears, but her hand found Aisling and began to pet him.  This quieted his anxious squawks and ouch’s, but started him kneading at her breast.  That was okay.  It was grounding.  She had no idea what had come over her.
 
   It hadn’t been anything the magus had said.  Taryn searched her memories, but found only a pleasant afternoon passed in small talk and tea.  The cat had stayed in the back room the whole time and nothing at all had been said or done that upset her even a little, much less enough to bring this on.
 
   ‘Must be about to hit the rag,’ she thought glumly, not believing it for a second.  It was far more likely to just be the same stresses of living in this alien place all alone, brought to a frantic head simply by having to look at the only other human face this whole world had to offer her.  Well, no, there must be other humans somewhere, because she kept hearing about how murderous and horrible they were.  She wondered if she was starting to subconsciously hate herself.
 
   Taryn rose up onto her hands and knees and crawled down to the water’s edge, suddenly compelled to see her reflection, to be reminded of exactly what she looked like.  It seemed tremendously important that she know, as though her soul were somehow tied in to her self-awareness, and that she could be lost (or taken) if she forgot enough.  
 
   She crouched in the damp sand, her hands sunk in the freezing water, and stared down at the dark mirror of the river.  The face she saw was not familiar at first, not at all.  Then it was her mother’s face, almost, with a little of her father around the chin and the eyes.  Seeing that, seeing them, she felt better.
 
   A little griffin stuck his feathered head up next to Taryn’s in the water.  He puffed, gaping at his reflection, and hesitantly peeped.  She watched him gather his courage and finally pounce at the water-griffin.  Splash.  He leapt back, shaking his head, and peeped again, this time at her.  He didn’t seem confused at all.  He’d tried to pounce and got a face-full of river.  There was no griffin in the water.  The griffin in the water wasn’t him.
 
   And that was good to know.
 
   Taryn stood up and brushed tears from her face and then sand from her clothes.  She picked Aisling up, gave him a quick nuzzle, and headed upriver toward home.  The afternoon was almost gone.  She needed to get her fire going, find a little something to take the awful taste of biscuit and bile out of her mouth, and go to bed.  
 
   But when she came to the bridge, Taryn found herself turning in.  The hour was getting late, but she didn’t want to go home just yet.  She didn’t feel good—not sick, not exactly, just sad and confused and somehow ashamed—and she couldn’t face sitting around her lonely little campsite just yet.  Of course, she’d be just as alone wandering in the woods on the far side of the river, but maybe if she had something new to look at and explore, she wouldn’t feel it as much.
 
   There were trails leading off the bridge and into the woods, wide trails that had been well-walked and well-maintained.  Roads, almost.  She followed one of them at random, winding her way on a steadily-rising slope that twisted gradually west.  She tried not to think as she walked.  Her thoughts had a way of looping around to the magus.  His broad smile as he opened the door to her in particular.  Such a friendly— 
 
   (predatory) 
 
   —smile he had.  Every time Taryn thought about it, she felt a tiny tug in her heart, something that wanted her to turn around and go back to him.  At the same time, she felt the burn of tears in her eyes, something that wanted to pull the covers over her head and hide from him.  So she didn’t want to think.  She just walked.
 
   But it really was getting late.  Not evening yet, not for a while, but definitely headed that way.  The forest was thinning out; she could see that odd, heightened look of the sky where the sun was sinking.  In another hour, the colors would come out to paint a sunset.  She ought to go home.
 
   There was a clearing up ahead, though.  She could see a vast field of blue that was the lake beyond, and sheets of gray rock that was the mountain.  A nice view.  She wanted to step on out and see it clearly, maybe sit down there in the clearing looking out over that peaceful lake at the woods on the other side where the magus lived, and have herself another good cry.  So Taryn walked on.
 
   The trail under her feet was thinner here, but it did continue on, right up to the edge of the clearing, where it vanished under a thick carpet of moss and grass.  Taryn stepped out of the trees.  It felt like stepping out into a stadium.  The rich, green ground was vast and fairly flat.  The mountain at her right hand was high and slightly concave as it marked out the northern border of the valley, and it rose in jagged peaks that could remind a girl of bleachers if she wanted to be so reminded.  The sparkle on the lake even simulated the flashbulbs of spectators and their cameras.  It was pretty, but somehow not very natural, and it made Taryn homesick for reasons she couldn’t understand.  And she was too tired to want to understand, anyway.
 
   She was about to turn around and head back for the bridge when she realized that she could see the shadow of a straight-edged block there on the rocky side of the mountain, and nature, as her father had so often said, did not come with straight lines.  Even this idle interest was a far better friend to her than her other thoughts had been; she continued on to investigate.  
 
   She soon left even the straggling fringe of the forest behind her, but as she made her way toward the rock, she could see charred stumps dotting the clearing, overgrown by creepers and thorny vines.  She stopped—what the hell, she didn’t have anything better to do—to clear the growing debris from one of these stumps and found that she was not walking on grass after all, but on cobblestones, deeply overgrown and also blackened by fire.  Her curiosity had been rewarded, it seemed; she was walking on an old road.
 
   But what, then, were the stone-like protrusions littering the landscape?  Taryn could see dozens of lumps under the grass, and having stumbled over one or two of them on her way over here, had just assumed them to be rock.  But rock wasn’t the sort of thing to just be lying over the well-paved area that this had once been.  And if this place was in the habit of having rockslides as part of its natural course, there’d ought to be a few on top of the grass as well as underneath it.
 
   Uneasily, Taryn approached one of the mysterious lumps and knelt down to clear it.  She unearthed what at first glance appeared to be a severed hand, petrified with age.  It took only the span of an eyeblink to realize that she held part of a statue instead, badly pitted by moss and other growth, so weakened that it flaked under even her careful touch.  She turned the stone hand over, thinking that it looked (to her uneducated eye) vaguely Greek.  It had the highly-detailed and realistically-rendered look of an ancient Greek statue, anyway.  The hand was about five times the size of her own and was clenched into a fist that in turn wrapped the broken hilt of some weapon or another.  The wrist was encircled in a protective band.  The forearm was powerfully-muscled right up until it had been shattered.  Looking around, she supposed it was fair to say that the rest of the statue lay in pieces all over the clearing.  If she had the inclination and a pot of super glue, she could probably reassemble it.  But where had it stood?
 
   She moved on, up a slope that now she saw clearly were overgrown stairs, until she stood before a massive stone archway, crowned by two oddly-shaped juts that on closer inspection proved to be a pair of feet, broken off at the ankle.  So the mystery of the statue’s origins were solved, but here was a much better one.
 
   Each of the gateway’s supporting pillars were wider through the middle than she stood tall, and they reached some twenty feet or more overhead.  The archstones themselves had been carved with markings she thought were letters, although they were completely alien ones.  There had been doors at one time; she saw the hinges still attached to the pillars, but there was no sign whatsoever of what they’d attached to, unless one considered the blackened smudges along the sides to be evidence of burnt wooden doors.
 
   On the other side of the gate was a city.
 
   Not a village like Tonka’s kraal, but a city.  The main road stretched out and out for what seemed like miles before the enclosing mountain walls enfolded it.  Other streets branched away in an orderly east-west and north-south grid, with signposts at every intersection.  Stone buildings, many as much as five stories tall, loomed on either side.  Glass windows reflected the evening light.  Some of them were broken.
 
   But there was something odd here, something so bizarre that it took Taryn several minutes of studying the demolished gate before her eyes could even process it.  The grass and creeper vines grew thickly right up to the archway.  There, they stopped, leaving a perfectly straight line right across the place where the doors would have closed.  
 
   Taryn set Aisling down and knelt to run her fingers over that manicured line of grass.  It felt wet and fresh and vibrant.  There was absolutely no reason why it shouldn’t be growing like all get-out right through the gateway and into the city.  She stood up and stepped under the archway onto the stone street.
 
   She was struck at once by the absolute quiet of the place.  Nothing moved that she could see.  There were no bird’s nests in the ornate eaves, no hoppers infesting the open doorways and alleys.  There were no spiders spinning webs on the signposts.  For that matter, there were no buzzing flies or droning crickets for them to catch.  The city was still.
 
   Taryn started walking.  Her sneakers threw out echoes, as did the four-step click of Aisling’s toenails and talons.  He peeped at her, flattened as the street peeped back at him, and then cautiously stretched out his neck and peeped again.  In moments, he was hard at play, peeping, screeching, squawking, and too-ra loo-ing, sometimes leaping to throw his voice from a better height, so engaged that he hardly seemed to notice as Taryn moved off down the road.
 
   What had happened here?  She saw burned patches here and there, but not many, and they didn’t look too serious.  Some of the doors stood open, but none of them looked like they’d been beaten in.  Ancient tapestries and blankets (time-rotted but not moth-eaten) still hung out for display in shop windows.  Wooden carts had been abandoned in the street, their contents still whole and upright.  She passed a jeweler’s store and stopped to examine strings of pearls and gold bands behind grimed panes of glass.
 
   “Curiouser and curiouser,” she murmured, and the city breathed it back at her in dusty agreement.  Taryn glanced back at Aisling, decided he was entertaining himself admirably, and gave the nearest open door a push.  The hinges had rusted, but they gave with a good shove, abrading her ears with stuttering squeals.  
 
   She saw her own shadow fall long on a stone floor within, and then Aisling’s as he joined her, but the interior offered no more clues than the street-side.  It was just a room, wide, clean, lifeless.  Tiled mosaics and hanging tapestries decorated the walls.  Carpets still lay flat and dust-dulled on the floor.  There was a book lying open on the table at what appeared to be a reception area, the unfamiliar writing still legible, although the ink in the open jar beside it had long since dried up.  Nothing was overturned, nothing broken.  
 
   There were stairs leading up to the next floor and Taryn took them, Aisling clambering after her.  She found perfectly recognizable apartments—large rooms, well-furnished—and all of them sound.  The beds were still covered in decayed furs.  Glass jars and boxes of food, long turned to crust, filled the kitchen shelves.  There were necklaces of silver and bracelets studded with gems sitting in open view on a vanity table whose mirror had tarnished beyond the power to cast a reflection.
 
   But there were no dirty dishes on the table, she saw.  No dishes in the sink, no wine goblets stained with the tannins of a half-filled cup slowly evaporated.  Everyone had left, all right, but they’d had the time to clean up first.  Of the three apartments that she explored, she found only one thing out of place, a thing that she noticed first as just a lump in the thick carpet of dust on the floor.  When she picked it up, her fingers sank into soft cloth, stiff and brittle with age.
 
   A little rag dolly with button eyes and cute little cloth horns.  A minotaur dolly.  For a Cerosan child.
 
   Taryn shivered, although the air in the apartment was dry and still.  Loathe to return the doll to the floor where she’d found it, she set it on the nearest bed instead.  It looked even worse there.  Taryn turned away, gathering Aisling and moving fast for the door.  She’d seen enough.  The city wasn’t just quiet.  It was dead.
 
   Taryn stepped out into the silent street, all golden with setting sunlight.  She turned toward the archway and stopped, biting down a breathy scream by only the barest of margins.
 
   Her first thought—that the city’s ghosts were rising and coming for her—died before it was fully formed.  The black shape with spreading horns that stood in the archway was nothing but Antilles, and a more welcome sight in this forsaken place she’d be hard-pressed to name.
 
   “Tilly!” she cried, and flinched at the strident echoes it made.
 
   He raised a hand, beckoning but not calling, and she hurried to him.  Her footsteps threw echoes, a sinister illusion of pursuit.
 
   She stepped out onto the overgrown stair, shedding unease as the sounds of life in the outer world came blessedly to her ears.  Antilles put his hand on her shoulder, guiding her further away from the empty gate.  He didn’t speak.  When she glanced around at him, his face was turned back toward the city, all shadows and grim silence.
 
   “What happened here?” she asked, hugging Aisling a little tighter.
 
   He didn’t answer for a long time, long enough that Taryn had begun to try and formulate an apology for intruding.  But at length, he shook his head and turned away.  “A great evil,” he said simply.
 
   “Are they…Did everyone…?”
 
   “A decision was made to abandon the city.  They withdrew across the mountains to the holdings of our distant kin.”  He started walking and she followed him.  He’d given her no order, but he must have meant for her to do so because his stride was measured for her legs, not his.
 
   “Why didn’t you go with them?” she asked.
 
   “I am the lord of this Valley.  I will never forsake it.”
 
   Taryn thought of the overgrown stair, the thick carpet of dust over the interior of the city’s buildings.  So much time…
 
   “Why haven’t they come back?” she asked.
 
   “The danger that drove them yet remains.  I will send for them when I can be assured of their safety.”
 
   “What danger?”  She saw again that clean line beneath the archway, separating for all to see the land of the living from the city of the dead.  “Is it plague?” she asked, newly horrified.
 
   “Nay.”  He sent her an arch look.  “Though well it might have been.  A little caution, human, come future days.”
 
   She scowled, dropping her eyes, and there was Aisling’s merrily unconcerned face to remind her of how right Antilles was.  He fawned under her guilty gaze, happily preening her stray strands of hair, and she felt about two inches tall.
 
   “What then?” she asked.
 
   His only answer was a grunt and he kept walking.  After a while, he glanced around at her, ran his eyes thoughtfully up and down her form, and said, “What were you about today, human?”
 
   She shrugged, looking away.  “Just had to get away for a bit.”
 
   He left it at that, but his gaze was still on her and the silence became oppressive.
 
   Taryn sighed and said, “I got some bad news from home.”
 
   “Aye?”
 
   “My grandmother.  She’s sick.  And I’m here.”
 
   His nostrils flared briefly.  He turned back to watch the path unfold before them.  His ears flicked.  “Aye,” he said softly.  
 
   “And I got a really nasty letter from one of the other people in my family telling me what a terrible person I am for taking the things my grandmother gave me when I came.  She threatened me, she threatened my family, she threatened to find out where I was…”
 
   Antilles grunted again.  The sound was an oddly sympathetic one.
 
   “And I’m still here,” Taryn finished.  She looked down at Aisling in her arms, petted him, and looked away.  She was quiet for a while, and then, in a sudden, unplanned rush, burst out, “Everything seemed so simple when this all began!  I didn’t have any doubts.  But now, I don’t know, I feel like…like…”
 
   “Like you have scaled half a cliff and let go your only rope.”  Antilles continued his relaxed and steady gait.  He didn’t look at her.  His voice was low and even.  “Like ‘tis as far to fall as yet to climb, and the hour grows late.”
 
   Taryn studied his impassive face from the corner of her eye.  “Just like that,” she said quietly.
 
   He grunted, lost in thought, and did not answer.
 
   They walked together in silence after that.  Soon, the bridge was in sight through the trees, but Antilles cocked an eye at the lowing sun and halted.  “Lo, the hour does indeed grow late,” he mused, and gave his head a shake.  He turned aside, waving her to follow him without bothering to look and see if she did.  “And the dangers that should concern you most now prowl the plains to hunt.  You will stay with me tonight.”
 
   She slowed, looking back at the bridge.  “Actually, I’m pretty sure I can reach my camp before it gets too—”
 
   He turned around and came back for her, his horns lowering and his fists clenching.  Taryn instantly broke into a run to join him.  He grunted, giving her a black stare as she slipped past him and into the forest.
 
   “Have you ever noticed that you never talk to me unless you’re threatening me?” she grumped, keeping just ahead of him on the path.
 
   “When I threaten, I seldom talk at all,” he replied.  “And I would not need to do even that if only you would obey me without question.”
 
   “Ha!  Go ahead, Tilly.  Hold your breath and wait for that.”
 
   “Truly, you are over-arrogant,” he mused.  “Why do I permit you to stay?”
 
   “Admit it.  Arrogance turns you on.”
 
   “Nay, lady,” he said wryly.  “Assuredly, it does not.”
 
   “‘Lady,’ eh?”
 
   Her sly glance caught his startled expression and sudden tension in the instant before his frown consumed his features.  He pushed past her and stalked on ahead of her as the trees thinned and the path became a mountain trail.
 
   “You are my sunshine,” she sang after him.  “My only sunshine…”
 
   “Miserable, arrogant human.”
 
   “You make me haaa-peee when skies are graaay!”
 
   “Oh, do be quiet, Taryn!”
 
   “Taryn!” she crowed, delighted.
 
   He stopped suddenly and swung around.  “Aye,” he said.  His eyes were fierce, bright as steel and unblinking.  “Taryn.”
 
   Her teasing smile faded into something unsure as he continued to hold that steady gaze.  It occurred to her for the first time in a long time that Antilles was entirely naked and she felt a blush creeping up on her from somewhere.
 
   In her arms, Aisling looked excitedly from one to the other of them and finally cried, “Tilly!” in Taryn’s own happy voice.
 
   The minotaur’s eyes dropped to the griffin.  Aisling opened his beak for some happy panting.  Antilles raised a hand to stroke the crown of feathers once and then he turned away and continued walking.
 
   “Tilly?  Too-ra loo!”  Aisling’s feathers came forward hopefully, then slicked back when Antilles merely continued walking.  “Jerk,” he muttered, hunching low in Taryn’s arms.
 
   “Hush, you,” she told him, still flushed.  “Be nice.”
 
   “At least I am still someone’s sunshine.”  Antilles turned a corner around a jut of rock and was gone.
 
   She followed, concentrating on just moving her feet and trying not to think about spending the night with the fellow who had just made her this bizarrely uncomfortable.  Oh, he was probably right about not trying to go home tonight.  The sun set fast; with no fire burning at her campsite and fellcats on the prowl, she was in a dangerous place when she was wandering the plains.
 
   ‘As opposed to hiking up a mountain in the dark.’
 
   Sure, trust her brain to pipe up with logic, like she needed to hear that.
 
   “Um, about how much further?” she called.
 
   Her answer was the grind of heavy stone and a sudden bar of fuzzy light opening ahead of her.  Antilles stood to one side, a black, horned shape in a post of unmistakable pride.  “I admit you, human,” he said, gesturing within, “to my own hearth.”
 
   Taryn ascended the last few feet and his hand suddenly swept out and caught her shoulder.
 
   “Do not read too deeply into this invitation,” he said.  “Most of my protected may expect to see it once.”
 
   She blinked.  “O…kay.  I was going to register for china, but I’ll try to control myself.”
 
   “Jerk,” Aisling added.
 
   She didn’t hush him this time.  Antilles noticed.  He tossed his horns, a gesture she was beginning to suspect was one of good humor, a guess his teasing tone would seem to verify as he said, “One would think you glad of the clarification, human.  I am a nudist, after all.”
 
   She felt her lips twitching and gave in to a grin.  This time, when he gestured, she went inside.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   49.  The Lord’s Own Hearth
 
    
 
   Behind the stone doors was a cavern that gave every appearance of being carved out by time and the mountain’s own whim, but when Taryn looked more closely, she could see the marks of tools on the walls, the too-perfect rolls and hollows of rock that surely had been smoothed by hand.  Come to that, did caves ever look this ideal?  High-domed ceiling, gently-rounded walls, smooth floor—other than a Hollywood set or the bat-house at the zoo, Taryn didn’t think such caves existed.
 
   “Did you make this place?” she blurted, knowing it was a ridiculous thing to ask.  The cave had to be natural.  It would take decades to—
 
   “Aye,” Antilles said, looking pleased.  He reached out one huge hand and stroked the nearest wall, his eyes tracking fondly over the fluid curves of the rock.  “And a fair flow of years did it consume, but see the winning result.  Come.  Sit.  My hearth is yours this night.”
 
   His hearth was a stretch of rock etched with elaborate knots that lay before a ten-foot wide fireplace.  Just beyond that was a high tumble of thick furs that seemed to be the only bed.  There was a low stone table, round and polished as a mirror, and beside it, a chair made mostly of carved horn and padded with what she thought might be otter.  There was a long wooden chest in the sloping hollow that passed for a corner in the cave, its lid heavily carved with an image of two Cerosan (Cerosans?  Cerosi?) wrestling.  Axes, long-hafted and wide-bladed, decorated the walls, catching the light from the fire and shining back golden as torches.
 
   She put Aisling down, and the young griffin galloped excitedly in two large figure-eights through all the furniture before crashing up against the stone table.  He snarled impressively, attacked with furious might, and then curled up underneath the accompanying chair and fell instantly asleep.
 
   Taryn walked through the cavern, letting her eyes and fingers feast on the adornments of the Cerosan’s devising.  This was no campsite, no lairing place to pass away the years.  This was his home.  Everything was shaped to his satisfaction, everything placed where he could best admire it.  Everything in this perfect place was Antilles.
 
   When she came back to his hearth, she sat, tucking her legs up Indian-style and running her hands appreciatively over the knots slithering over the stone beneath her.  “It’s wonderful,” she said.  
 
   He grunted, a complaisant sound, and took an embellished horn from a hook on the wall.  He filled it with amber liquid from a wooden cask and brought it to her.  “When first you met me,” he said, nodding for her to take the drink, “You called me ‘minotaur’.  Why?”
 
   “Well, it…”  Flustered, Taryn tried to hide in her cup, but her first sip was cloyingly sweet and she had to struggle to swallow it.  “That’s just what…what our myths call people who look like you,” she managed, now hiding from having to drink.
 
   “Your myths.”  Antilles stretched out on the pile of furs, arching his massive body until Taryn could hear the creak and groan of his muscles.  He leaned back and kicked his hoof-caps off with an expression of pleasure any woman who had ever worn heels would recognize.  And then he looked at her, his eyes flaming with the reflection of his hearth.  “Your stories, you mean.  Tell me.”
 
   “I’m not a good storyteller,” Taryn protested.  She tried to fake another swallow of the awful honeyed drink, but Antilles gently took the horn out of her hands.
 
   “You don’t enjoy it,” he said.  “Clearly.  Tell me your tale of minotaur.”
 
   Taryn found a thread on her jeans to pick at.  “It’s not very flattering.”
 
   Antilles laughed and took a long draught from her cup.  “Nay, I imagine ‘tis not.  Likewise, the many tales I know of humankind would likely offend even your sensibilities, but I promise I will not be angry when I hear it.  You are not the author of the tale, after all.  You are the friend who is sharing my hearth.”  He tipped the cup at her.  “And my mead.  Tell me.”
 
   Taryn sighed and shut her eyes, trying to remember all the way back to the Greek History portion of her Literature course in the seventh grade.  She said, “There once was a king named Minos who started the whole thing by refusing to sacrifice a bull to the gods.  The bull was a particularly fine specimen, and anyway, gods don’t notice everything, so Minos thought he could get away with keeping the beauty and sacrificing a steer or something.  Only it turns out that the only sure way to get gods in ancient Greece to pay attention to you is by pissing ‘em off good and proper—”
 
   “Indeed, all gods,” Antilles murmured into his mead.
 
   “—and the king of the gods retaliated by filling Minos’s wife, Pasiphae, with a desire for the bull that Minos had kept for himself.”
 
   “Now.”  Antilles leaned forward slightly.  “When you say ‘desire’…?”
 
   “I mean desire.”
 
   “Ah.  Go on.”  He didn’t smile, but there was genuine amusement in his voice and not a trace of offense.
 
   “Pasiphae spent a lot of time mooning around the bullpen, and one day, she approached the royal trap-smith and toymaker, a man named Daedalus, and asked him to help her, er, consummate her desires.”
 
   Antilles burst out laughing.  His hand slapped into the bony ridge between his horns and he leaned into his knees, his great shoulders shaking and his mead dangling from his fingers.  Odd, that even as he was laughing, he wasn’t smiling.  She was beginning to think maybe he couldn’t.  After a long storm of mirth, Antilles finally raised his cup for another swallow, and waved at her to continue.
 
   “Daedalus built Pasiphae a very pretty fake cow to climb inside—”
 
   “Oh gods and grief!”
 
   “—and had a wonderful romp in the stable yards,” Taryn finished, beginning to smile as she watched the Cerosan succumb to hilarity once more.  “Sometime later, the second half of the god’s curse was revealed when Pasiphae gave birth to a very strange-looking son.”
 
   “Bull-begotten,” Antilles mused.  He set the now-empty horn upside-down to dry and leaned back into his bed.  He laced his hands atop his stomach, all attention.
 
   “He was locked away almost at once—”
 
   “And I imagine the king had a word to say to his lady wife,” Antilles remarked, “as well as losing little time in sacrificing a certain bull.”
 
   “Probably,” Taryn agreed, grinning.  “And then the king commissioned Daedalus to build a vast labyrinth in the catacombs beneath the palace, where the minotaur, or ‘the bull of Minos’, could be safely contained.  This was done, and so the kingdom of Minos’s reign entered a new stage of weirdness and tyranny because Minos evidently decided that to prevent such a thing from happening again, he should sacrifice to more than just the gods.  Every year, fourteen of the local youths—seven boys and seven girls—”
 
   “Virgins?” Antilles interrupted.
 
   “I guess so.  That’s generally how those things happened.”
 
   “Indeed.  Continue.”
 
   “Fourteen youths were rounded up and sent into the labyrinth to be devoured by the minotaur.”
 
   “Fourteen.  For an entire year.”  Antilles ran his gaze down Taryn’s body with an assessing eye anyone else might have found a trifle…disturbing.  He grunted thoughtfully.  “He was a thin lad come the new year,” was his final verdict.
 
   “This went on for many years, and then one day, the half-human son of one of the gods decided he had to prove himself to Dad, and went out to kill the minotaur.”
 
   Antilles started up from his furs.  “Kill him?” he echoed, alarmed.  “But why?”
 
   Taryn blinked.  “Well…he was eating people.”
 
   “Only those his king sent in to his prison to be devoured,” Antilles argued.  “He was not running wild through the streets to prey on old men and infants!  And I am certain he would eat a sheep if one were only offered him!”
 
   “I agree,” she said, a little uneasy.  “I always did think Theseus would have served his fellow man better by killing King Minos, but that’s not how the story goes.”
 
   “Mm.”  Antilles settled himself again, glowering.  “You did warn me,” he muttered.  “Pray, continue with your tale.”
 
   “Theseus took the place of one of the doomed youths and lost no time in making eyes at the king’s daughter—”
 
   “This one, presumably, conceived outside the stables?”
 
   “Presumably.  Her name was Ariadne, and she offered to help Theseus so long as he took her away with him when he was done.”
 
   “Done slaying his monster,” grumbled the Cerosan, but laced his hands atop his hard stomach once more.
 
   “On the day of sacrifice, Ariadne snuck into the holding cell of the labyrinth and gave Theseus a ball of golden thread and a sword.  Theseus renewed his promise to marry her and marched off into the labyrinth.  He tied the thread to the door of the holding cell and unwound it as he walked, so he couldn’t get lost, and he just wandered around until he worked his way to the center of the maze.  He found the minotaur.”
 
   “Who, after one year’s hard rations, was thin as a feather and easily defeated by a well-fed human with a sword.”
 
   Taryn winced and dropped her eyes.  “Actually, the minotaur was asleep.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Ah.”  Antilles shook his head slowly and stared up at the ceiling.  “So the boy slew the beast and thus became a hero of Man.  He wed himself to the daughter of a king and returned to his homeland in triumph.”
 
   “Theseus was a crudhook,” Taryn said.  “He only took Ariadne as far as the first isle out of Greece.  Then he slept with her and marooned her and sailed off into the sunrise while she was sleeping.  He even forgot to fly the right sails, so when his human dad saw his ship coming back, he thought Theseus was dead and he flung himself into the ocean.  Some hero, huh?”
 
   “A miserable excuse for flesh.  A murderer and a misuser of women.”  Antilles paused and turned to meet her eyes.  “But a fine story,” he added.  “I thank you for sharing it.”
 
   “You’re welcome.  Now how ‘bout you tell me one of your horribly-offensive human stories so I don’t feel like I’ve spent the whole night insulting you.”
 
   “Ah.  Very well, let me think a moment.”  Antilles bent his great head and closed his eyes.
 
   Taryn inched a little closer and sunk her feet into the nearest folds of fur.  On the other side of the cave, Aisling still slept beneath the chair with his belly exposed and his scaly forefeet curled over his beak, occasionally emitting little purring breaths of contentment.  Taryn watched firelight throw giant shadows across the stone walls, waiting, more than half expecting Antilles to start snoring.
 
   He did not.
 
   “Long ago, before the coming of the Great God Pan, my people journeyed to the world of Earth and lived in the outlands of humankind, with whom they shared an uneasy truce.”  Antilles opened his eyes, already gazing intently into Taryn’s face.  “My ancestors dwelled alongside the kingdom of Greece, as you call it.  But in those days, the kingdoms were very small, and the roads that ran between them were beset by many dangers.  The Cerosan alone could travel in safety, for they were new to those lands and fierce to behold.”
 
   “I’ll say,” Tayrn said, comfortably settling into the role of active audience.
 
   Antilles raised his head in that foreboding horn-glinting gesture that meant he was receiving a compliment.  “It could only have helped that every Cerosan came armed with fine metal forged in the hills,” he said.  “When your humans wore leathers and carried arms of bronze, my clan had mastered the arts of blended steel.  Be that as it may, there were perils on the pathways of men, and my ancient fathers had made it known that our kind should practice a role of non-interference, for if there is one thing humans do very well, it is that they sort themselves out.”
 
   “We do?”
 
   “Aye, well, you kill each other until the defeated few stop complaining.”  Antilles lifted one hand in a half-apology.  “But there came word one day that a king of Greece had offered a great treasure if there was a hero fit to rid the roads of its greatest dangers.  And there were two great warriors among the Cerosan who were determined to answer the challenge.”
 
   “Why?” Taryn asked.
 
   “I have no idea.”  Antilles grunted at the giggles this answer inspired, and rolled one shoulder in an awkward shrug.  “Certainly there was no threat to themselves, and they faced considerable disapproval from their chieftain and father, who had himself commanded a policy of neutrality.  That aside, we Cerosan have very different concepts of ‘treasure’ than you humans.  You…You,” he said suddenly, cocking his head to one side.  “What would you desire for treasure?”
 
   “Books,” she answered without hesitation.  She offered him a self-conscious smile when he drew back to stare at her.  “I had to leave all mine behind.  Of all the things I miss…Not that I’m complaining,” she added, her eyes seeking Aisling.  
 
   “Books,” Antilles echoed.  “Not gold?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure I’d take gold.”  Taryn shrugged.  “I’d just use it to buy books.”
 
   “Ah.”  Antilles studied her in silence a while, and then tossed his horns and resumed his story.  “For whatever reason, perhaps simply to discomfit the clan and the human king, the two warriors set out from the hills to meet the challenge.  They were brothers, both sons of the chieftain, and they were called Menelajis and Igmemnon, for they were numbered among the greatest of our clan.  The first assassins set on them in the first night, but the brothers defeated them so easily—”
 
   “And so brutally,” Taryn guessed.
 
   “Even so.”  There was a glint of humor in his eye that suggested Antilles did not find the idea wholly inappropriate.  “However it was, it ended such that there were no further encounters with common harriers.  But this is not to say there were no further dangers.  On the second night, while Igmemnon slept, Menelajis spied a human, bent with age, carrying a burden of thick rods down the road.  As he knew the terrible threat to human travelers, and as he had great respect for the elders of any people—”
 
   “And as he had nothing else to do.”
 
   Antilles shrugged again.  “—Menelajis went to aid the human.  But as he bent to gather the rods that had slipped the elder’s hand, the human, suddenly spry, drew a cudgel from his bundle and struck, cracking Menelajis’s horn.”
 
   “I’m sure he took that in stride,” Taryn said wryly.
 
   “Oh aye.  So much so that he offered to give the human a closer look at the broken shard of horn that had so newly left the great warrior’s head.”
 
   “A closer look right through the heart, I suppose.”
 
   “Nay, lady, how should one look through one’s heart?  T’was right through the eye.  Which settled the matter handily, but made Menelajis somewhat cynical for the remainder of the journey.”
 
   “Poor guy.  Do your horns grow back if you break them?”
 
   “Nay.  You are thinking of antlers.”
 
   “Oh.  Sorry.  Go on.”
 
   Antilles contemplated his tale, shrugged a little deeper into his furs, and said, “The next bandit showed even greater cunning.  As the brothers traveled, they came to a clearing where they found a human who challenged them to a friendly test of strength.  You can imagine—”  Antilles flexed one massive, muscular arm.  “—how this challenge was received.  The human informed them that branches of trees would be bent down and bound to their arms, and the longer they could pull against the terrible strain of the trees, thus would the winner be determined.  For prize, he offered a cask of fine wine.”
 
   Antilles paused, eyed his empty cup, and then rose to fill it.  Aisling roused himself as the great hooves clopped by, and then crawled out from under his den to curl up in Taryn’s lap.  Her legs were starting to get a little numb from sitting on the stone hearth, but she couldn’t see where else to lie down except in the bed beside Antilles, so she stroked Aisling’s warm fur and reminded herself that comfort wasn’t everything.
 
   “As a show of faith,” Antilles continued, settling himself again in his furs, “the human went first.  The brothers bent down two supple trees and counted out the paltry time it took before the human cried the giving signal.  Then the brothers allowed themselves to be tied, both at once, for t’was a contest of two halves said the human, and not three.   But instead of counting their time, the human immediately proceeded to pick through their possessions, trusting that soon the brothers’ arms would tire and the trees would wrench them bodily apart.”
 
   “Yuck!” 
 
   “The human greatly underestimated the strength of the Cerosan,” Antilles told her, draining half his cup at a swallow.  “They easily snapped their bonds and for good measure, Menelajis tied the human—neck, arms and legs—to three different trees before they journeyed on.”
 
   “Didn’t they even wait to see him pulled apart?” Taryn asked.
 
   “Nay.”  Antilles mulled over the matter.  “Perhaps they did not wish to bloody their fur before they met the king.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess that’s a consideration.”
 
   “On the last night, with the watchfires of the kingdom in sight, the brothers were approached a final time.  A human met them on the road and begged their aid in harvesting golden apples from an enchanted tree.  Now Cerosan are rarely tempted by either riches or by fruit, and Menelajis was already determined that this should be a trap and was well in favor of slaying the human outright—”
 
   “Poor guy,” Taryn said again, with heartfelt sympathy.  “Broke his headbone and got all bitter.”
 
   Antilles chuckled, then shook his head and said, “Igmemnon, in a generous mood, agreed to help the man.  But when they reached the site of the magical tree, the brothers could see that the treasured apples were high in the very top branches, high enough that they could not simply reach them down.  Nor could the thick body of the tree be bent, and the human was anxious that they not cut the tree down and so lose any future fruits.  As Cerosan are not built to climb trees, Igmemnon convinced Menelajis to ascend upon his shoulders.  Neither are Cerosan built for that,” Antilles admitted.  “It took some time to coordinate themselves.  While the brothers were so occupied, the human drew a blade and attacked.  Igmemnon saw the danger and retaliated with the only weapon at hand—Menelajis.”
 
   “Ouch!”  Taryn couldn’t help it; she started laughing.  “Oh, that poor guy!  And so much for keeping his fur unbloodied.”
 
   “Quite.  But at last, there was nothing and no one between them and the promised reward.  The brothers strode into the palace and were reluctantly received by the king.  Recall, if you will, that Cerosan were still very new to those lands—”
 
   “And very fierce,” Taryn nodded.
 
   Antilles made that head-raising acceptance, and this time, his chest swelled slightly as well.  He nodded.  “And now they threatened to be very popular as well, for the people of the kingdom were greatly relieved to have the dangers of their roads removed, and none of the king’s own men had been able to bring them peace.  There were mutterings, and the king determined to rid himself of the heroes as rapidly, and as cheaply, as could be managed.”
 
   “He couldn’t possibly think he could kill them,” Taryn said, narrowing her eyes suspiciously.
 
   “Nay.  After such a showing of strength, it would have been a foolish thing indeed to take arms against the brothers.  Instead, he gave the warriors a great feast, and with it, great quantities of mead and wine.  When all were riotous with rejoicing, he revealed to them his ‘treasure’.”  Antilles suddenly found the contents of his cup very interesting.  “A daughter,” he said.  “Zeuxippe.”
 
   “Whoa.”  Taryn watched the Cerosan avoid her eyes for a few seconds.  “What did they do?”
 
   “Nothing, at first.  They had been prepared, no doubt, to haul away great bags of wealth solely for the sport of it, but they had no idea what to do with a human of their own.  Their reticence did not escape the attention of the king, and as the wine flowed and the feasting drew long, the king commanded Zeuxippe to dance.”
 
   Antilles gazed into the fathoms of his cup, his voice growing soft, reverent.  “Ah, did she dance,” he murmured.  “In ways our people are not and can never be capable.  She danced like air and song and water.  She danced like that first breath of spring after the rains have fallen.  She danced like the last star as it fades before dawn.  She danced, secretive and wanton as the very act of love.  And as she danced, the brothers came to the realization that perhaps having a human underfoot for all time would not be a bad thing.  She danced, and Igmemnon and Menelajis each determined to take her as a mate.”
 
   “Um.”  Taryn could feel heat crawling in her cheeks.  “Do Cerosan have, um, group marriages?”
 
   “Nay, not in that manner.”  Antilles was quiet a while.  “This is the part that may offend you,” he said at last.
 
   “You’re not the author,” Taryn told him, mentally bracing herself.  “Just the fellow who is sharing his hearth.  And his mead.”
 
   Antilles grunted, the sound of his good-humor, and put the cup upside down to dry again.  He said, “One by one, the feasters retired from the king’s hall, and the Cerosan, as guests and heroes, were given the best rooms that could be given to visitors.  Separate rooms.”
 
   “Oh.”  Taryn waited for Antilles to continue, and when he only sat silent, she said, “She went to see them.”
 
   He nodded slowly.
 
   “She seduced them?”
 
   “I doubt they would have required much seducing,” he said.  “But nay, her plan was more devious than that.  She went to Igmemnon and danced for him alone in the privacy of his sleeping quarters.  There, with his head thick with wine and with no little lust, she enticed him until he was overcome.  Believing that she desired with him to mate, Igmemnon pulled her to his bed and had her.”  Antilles looked toward the fire, his expression uneasy.  “She struggled,” he said.  “She screamed, but not loudly, not enough to bring the guards upon them.  She wept.”
 
   Taryn didn’t speak.  She couldn’t.  Her hand in Aisling’s fur was frozen.
 
   “I don’t know how it is for humans,” Antilles continued, returning his gaze to her.  “But for Cerosan, once mating has begun and once wine has settled into the blood, there can be no ending but that which is already begun.  Igmemnon took his pleasure of her, and Zeuxippe lay weeping and let him believe her ruined.  Then, somewhat sobered and full horrified by what he perceived he had done, Igmemnon swore an oath to her that she should be protected by him.  He swore to keep her honorably among his kind, or if that should not please her, that he should see her well heeled with gold and safe from the dishonor of her own people.  He swore this, and she agreed to it before she fled.  She fled, and she went in to Menelajis, and worked her charms again.”
 
   Taryn looked into the fire, her heart a cold stone somewhere in the vicinity of her stomach.
 
   “Her task done, Zeuxippe took to her own room for some well-earned rest and there passes forever from legend,” Antilles said.  “But Menelajis went to his brother’s rooms and there told Igmemnon that he desired the dancer for his own.  Each brother, protecting his secret shame and the honor of her that had orchestrated it, refused to let the other win her.  They argued.  Ferociously.  Weapons were eventually drawn.  And when it had ended, both lay dead, for neither could best the other.  Such was their reward for service to Man’s king, and so was the idea of Cerosan as murderous brutes cemented for all eternity in human minds.”
 
   The fire hummed and spat behind her.  Aisling snored and purred and flexed his claws rhythmically in Taryn’s thigh.  Antilles lay silent and looked at the ceiling.
 
   “That’s a sad story,” she said finally.  “I guess mine was too.”
 
   “Happy tales seldom last the test of time.”  He turned his head to look at her.  “Come.  Will you not lay yourself down and sleep?”
 
   Her legs were aching, too numb to unlock themselves.  Taryn lifted one ankle and stretched it out, but then hesitated, suddenly embarrassed again by the thought of lying next to him.  He was naked, after all.  “Are you sure that’s okay?”
 
   “Aye,” he said, his voice even and amused.  “You have not danced for me.”
 
   That wasn’t what she’d meant, but her cheeks burned all the same.  She crawled onto the soft bed, sinking nearly to her elbows in a drift of thick fur, and lay down rigid until the pins and needles pressure in her poor legs subsided.  He was careful not to touch her, and she slowly relaxed and curled onto her side, pulling Aisling against her hip to sleep beside her.  Her mind began to wander, lazing its way toward rest.
 
   “I actually dance pretty well,” she said without thinking.
 
   “Aye.”  He rolled onto his side, away from her.  “I imagine that you do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   50.  Tilly in the Morning
 
    
 
   Taryn woke up to the feel of tiny talons repeatedly gripping at her face, just as though she had an especially slippery watermelon seed on her cheek that was going to explode if Aisling couldn’t pick it up.  She brushed him off and crawled back to a safe distance before opening her eyes.  Her griffin was staring at her with gape-beaked anxiety, all his feathers positively aquiver.  “What’s wrong?” she asked.
 
   She had managed, God knew how, to forget that there was a minotaur (or a Cerosan, rather) sleeping in the same bed until that moment.  At the sound of her voice, or maybe just those particular words, Antilles suddenly surged up, axe in hand, ready to rid the cave of lurking dangers.  Where he even got an axe, as he lay there stone-naked and soundly-sleeping, was its own mystery.
 
   Aisling blinked at Antilles with no small surprise, then inched a little closer to Taryn and craned his neck out.  “Want to go potty?” he whispered, his mimicry of her own peppy morning voice somewhat strained by a note of real urgency.
 
   Taryn felt her eyes go big at this phenomenal first.  Then, before her little man could think twice about the merits of house-breaking, she seized him and sprinted for the door.
 
   Antilles came as she was trying to budge the restraining bar with her shoulder, and heaved the thing off in one hand.  He pulled the door open and held it for Taryn to duck through, and soon Aisling was sprinting off into the scrubby mountain foliage, hissing indignantly to discourage on-lookers.  
 
   It was very cold outside.  Funny, the cave had been so warm, she’d actually forgotten just how brutal the mornings had been getting.  Taryn watched her breath steam into clouds before her face, feeling the chill of the mountain sinking upward into her bare feet.  She moved out onto the trail, hugging herself for warmth.
 
   The whole valley was spread out below her, lost in the early fog.  Trees in the foreground, mountains to the side, and nothing but white in the middle, like a painting God had begun and then walked away from.  
 
   There was a flat outcropping below her on the winding path that led to Antilles’s door, and Taryn went there, feeling winter in the rock beneath her feet.  She stood on the wide plateau and looked out on the whole world, all of it sunken and unfinished in its sea of mist.  Her tent was down there somewhere.
 
   The unpleasant thought that she was looking a few months into the future rooted itself in her mind.  This was the valley covered in snow.  That was her tent, buried under it.  This was Doom, a portrait in white.  She wasn’t ready for it.
 
   Aisling joined her on the overlook and sat on her foot.  He shivered, glanced at her, and shivered again, harder.
 
   She got the message.  Gathering her griffin into her arms, she headed back to the cave.
 
   Antilles was at his hearth, adding fuel to the coals and setting a wide-mouthed pot of water over them to heat.  His fur looked spiky and slept-in.  Thoughts of winter and white death melted appropriately away.  Bed-head on a minotaur.  Taryn couldn’t help smiling.
 
   He caught the look with an unexpected glance her way and his body tensed.  He straightened up, frowning at her.
 
   “Gosh, you look cute first thing in the morning,” she said, and set Aisling on the floor.
 
   Antilles didn’t seem to know how to respond to that.  His ears rotated forward.  His nostrils flared.  He kept frowning.
 
   “You’re all poofy,” she amplified.
 
   He gave an irritated snort, but brushed at his forearm, which didn’t accomplish much in the way of grooming.  “I could say the same of you, if only the condition were unplaced,” he told her.  “You always look disheveled.”
 
   Taryn’s smile slipped.  Her hand went to her hair, feeling out the stiff tangles that had grown there as if by magic.
 
   Antilles paused and watched her, looking uncomfortable.  “Winsomely disheveled,” he said in a grudging tone.
 
   “I was a lot more focused on my appearance when there were people around to see me,” she admitted, letting her hand fall.  “I must look awful.  Funny how things start to slip without you realizing it.”
 
   Something in Antilles softened.  He looked away into the embers of his hearth.  “Aye,” he said.
 
   That was all he said for a while.  Then he stirred himself and went to a shelf on the far side of the room.  He rummaged briefly and returned with a currier in one hand and a hairbrush in the other.  He sort of waved the hairbrush at her as he went by, and she took it mostly to keep it from dropping on the floor.  It was made from a dried, spiny plant set into a wooden handle.  It looked like a vicious sort of plant, but the bristles had been rounded and dipped in some clear, hard-drying coating.  Taryn turned it over in her hands, looking after Antilles, but he was ignoring her as he brushed briskly down his arms and chest, putting himself in order.
 
   Taryn started coaxing the plant-brush through her hair.  It took a long time to weed out the knots that had grown there, longer than it took Antilles to do his entire body.  When she was done, he was already pouring tea into cups for the two of them.  She braided her hair, and he watched her fingers move from the corner of his eye as he reached down a box made of beaten tin from the mantle over his hearth.
 
   “Better?” she asked, tossing her braid over her shoulder.
 
   He considered her far more closely than she thought the question deserved.  “Tis a matter of preference, I suppose,” he said eventually, and turned away.
 
   Which was probably his way of saying that all humans looked alike to him and that look was ugly.
 
   Antilles set the tin box on the table and opened it to reveal a heap of what looked an awful lot like severed ears.  He fetched some crumbling biscuits from a bowl to put beside them, and then gestured at this little feast as he returned their brushes to the far shelf.
 
   Taryn sat down in his oversized but very comfortable chair and took a biscuit.  Aisling wasn’t keen on the piece she offered him, but he was clearly hungry enough to eat bread if he had to.  He took it with a grumble and crouched down under her chair to dissect it, his tail lashing repeatedly against her ankle as proof of his displeasure.
 
   Taryn thought this reaction a tad unwarranted, actually.  The biscuits were a little stale, but quite good, with a sweet flavor and a cakey consistency, packed with crushed nuts for substance.  It emboldened her to try an ear, which turned out to be an especially tangy slice of dried fruit, the flavor of which was somewhere between a peach and an orange.  The tea was dark and earthy-tasting, not what she would have chosen in a breakfast tea, but it had boiled grain beat five ways from Sunday, and she drank it all.
 
   Antilles poured more without speaking and took a seat opposite her.  He did not touch the food, but merely leaned back to watch her eat.  One of his hands rested on the tabletop, the fingers drumming now and then.  
 
   His stare made her more than a little self-conscious and she tried not to wolf her food quite so dramatically.  “How long have you been here?” she asked, just to have something to say.
 
   Antilles glanced at the walls of his cavern.  “Long,” he said.
 
   How informative.
 
   “You will find, perhaps, that there are few in Arcadia who document the passing of years as assiduously as humans,” Antilles said.  His gaze drifted back to her, contemplative.  “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Conversation is one of those things that people do when they find themselves together.”  She eyed the dwindling supply of biscuits and took another.  “And I was curious.  You seemed to indicate that you were here when…when that city was abandoned.”
 
   “Aye.  I was.”
 
   “But that had to have been a long time ago.”
 
   “Aye.”  He cocked his head.  “If you mean me to make some reckoning of years, I should say surely not more than a hundred and I would think nearer to half that number.  But long years they were.”
 
   She studied him—his powerful frame, his rich pelt, his clear eyes—and shook her head.  “It’s hard to think of you as being that old.”
 
   “Old,” he echoed, slowly, as if tasting the word.  Then it was his turn for a head shake.  “I am older yet than that by far, for I was born some two hundred years before Dis fell.  My kind may live to see some few thousands of years before they are considered old, though seldom do we reach our elder years.”  He looked at her again, this time with speculation.  “How many years have you?”
 
   “Twenty-four.”
 
   “Great gods, a babe in arms.”  He chuckled, passing a hand before his eyes.  Again, there was no smile.  How odd, that he could frown but not smile.  “And how many years do humans count, if they can expect no ill or other harm?”
 
   “I’ve heard of people who got to be over a hundred.  A hundred and six, a hundred and eight, like that.  But I think the average is eighty or ninety where I’m from.”
 
   “I have never seen a human so aged,” he said, and then rolled one shoulder.  “Nor have I asked one’s age.  So much do I know.  Will you have another cake?”
 
   There was only the one left.  Taryn’s manners and her stomach fought a bitter battle.  “You haven’t had any,” she said weakly.
 
   “And you haven’t had enough.  Take.  My stores are well-stocked.”  He slapped a hand against his iron slab of a stomach and tossed his horns.  “Aside of which, I have eaten cakes at first and mid-day meal for nigh on five days.  I have no one else to aid me in the eating of them and ‘tis impractical to make but three.”  He watched her split the biscuit with Aisling, his frown gradually returning.  “What is it you’ve been eating?”
 
   “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Conversation is one of those things—”
 
   “Boiled grain,” she replied, rolling her eyes to show what she thought of his memory.  “Fish.  Some pheasant.  I got a hopper once, but I gave it to Aisling.”
 
   “A…hopper…”
 
   “One of those little long-nosed critters that bounce around.”
 
   “Oh aye.  The horsemen call them sungura, and so we have done.  I like your word better.  And they are well enough to eat, if such was your concern.  You would do well to avoid the mindi, however.”  He paused.  “The small, hoofed animals.”
 
   “Oh, the grass ponies!  Yeah, I haven’t even considered them ever since I saw one eat a hopper.  There’s just something incredibly creepy about a carnivorous horse.”
 
   “Aye, your instincts led you wisely.  They feed on carrion and one another and so are oft riddled with diseases and parasites.”  Antilles frowned a little harder.  “Yet your diet is lacking already, human, and soon the fish will die and the grain likewise.  Sangura will sleep and pheasants nest.  You have come at a difficult time.”  
 
   Taryn shrugged, irritated and trying hard not to show it.  “I came when the egg hatched.”
 
   “Aye.”  He glanced toward his mantleplace, then rose and went there.  “My Valley is a bounteous table to those who know what to seek.  When spring comes, and summer after, my concern shall wane, but until then, take this.”
 
   He handed her another tin box, this one almost the size of her head, but very light.  The lid had been decorated with hammered bumps in the shape of a winding snake with two heads.
 
   “What is it?” she asked, prying the lid off.  The aroma of pine trees and flowers struck her at once, soothing in spite of the very unappealing appearance of crushed plant matter.
 
   “Needle tea,” he answered.  “There is a quality in it to keep one’s blood and teeth healthy when fruits are not available.”
 
   “Oh.  Thank you.”  She put the lid back on, frowning at its decoration without really seeing it.  “I don’t have anything to give you,” she said.  “But I’ll pay you back someday, I promise.”
 
   “If you will.  I require no repayment.”  Antilles capped the tin of ear-fruits, paused, then handed that over as well.  “Tis apt to be a long winter,” he said gruffly.  “And you are woefully unprepared for it, human.  I expect you’ll want to be about your business now.”
 
   She was being dismissed.  “I expect so,” she said, rising.  “But I thank you for your hospitality.  It was fun sharing stories with you, even if they weren’t very happy ones.”
 
   He didn’t look at her, but the set of his tense body softened again.  “Aye,” he said.  “Aye, it was.”
 
   “Come on, Aisling.  Let’s hit the road.  Be seeing you, Tilly.”
 
   He let her reach the doors without comment, but then suddenly turned and said, “You were a welcome guest, Taryn.  I…may have you back.”  He thought about it, frowned, and then stomped over and shut the door behind her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   51.  My Fool
 
    
 
   It was apt to be a difficult winter, and Taryn knew she really was woefully unprepared for it.  But even though she had plenty of things she needed to be doing, and even though she finally had the energy and wherewithal to go about it, suddenly it seemed there weren’t enough hours in the day again.  
 
   It wasn’t all her imagination; the days really were getting shorter.  For Taryn, who had always considered herself quite the night-owl, the discovery that she was actually extremely diurnal was not a pleasant one.  There was something about sleeping twelve hours at a time just because it was dark that seemed unforgivably wasteful.  And despite her cozy new bed, Taryn’s sleep wasn’t very restful.  Oh, she was out almost the instant the sun set, but waking up in the morning was like trying to escape from a tar pit.  Her dreams were tangled, swiftly forgotten things that left her feeling wiped out and haunted by lingering dread and unfocused fears, and even though she could never quite remember them, that little essence was quite enough to keep her mind in a state of drift.
 
   For days, Taryn tried to distract herself with work as this itchy feeling grew, but it was a battle she was losing, and she knew it from the outset.  She broke the stones she attempted to knap, often cutting herself in the process.  Her cordage came out frayed and lumpy, and suffice to say, it didn’t hold.  Her basket-weaving…well, in all fairness, she never had gotten a grip on that, but even her aim with her slingshot was off.  No matter what it was she tried to do, her thoughts just ended up circling around and around some mental drain and pretty soon, she was sitting in a great, big pile of failure.
 
   And what was it that kept chipping away at her brain and eroding her concentration?  What was waking her up in the morning and sending her to sleep at night with the same droning, nonspecific urging?  Was it winter coming on and the fear that she’d end up begging at Tonka’s door?  No.  Was it fellcats in the plains coming over some night to have a tickle at her intestines?  Not even.  Was it Granna Birgit in the critical care unit a whole world away receiving who knew what kind of care?  No.
 
   It was the magus.  The poor, lonely magus in the woods.  The man who’d come to Arcadia fifty years ago and still had no friends apart from his awful cat, and he’d had to make her.  She knew he couldn’t be the only human in the Valley, but he was the only one she’d seen.  Likewise, he’d said she was the only one he’d seen in a long time.  And she was here and he was there and there had to be thirty or forty miles in between them and it was driving her crazy.
 
   Was she really that lonely?  She suspected that she was.  Aisling’s chirps and chatter weren’t really conversation, and as cute as he was, just talking to him all day didn’t fill that nagging void inside of her.  All that time in kraal-Rucombe had spoiled her.  Now, even though she got a brief visit from some horseman or another every day or two, she just couldn’t shake this feeling of being trapped in solitary confinement.  She couldn’t imagine how bad it must be for the magus, after fifty years, but he’d just been so happy to see her visit that day…
 
   And then, of course, she’d had a whole night with Antilles, which had actually been more pleasant than she’d expected.  It was hard to believe he was the same guy who’d told her to cut off a thumb.  The easy way they’d sat together, telling stories by the fire…that was nice.  And he’d actually come out to see her when she’d been sick.  And written her folks for her, although that thought still contained a certain ‘eeesh’ factor.  She’d actually slept in his bed.  Right there beside him.  And him just as naked as naked could be.
 
   The thought did something for her.  She wasn’t quite sure what.  Something shivery, though.  Something.
 
   Taryn gave up even trying to make a damn basket.  She tossed her failure aside, picked up a long, whippy switch and tied a length of cord to the end, to which she then attached a small bit of wood.  She started dancing it around on the ground and a golden blur of fur immediately bolted past her from behind and pounced on it.  Taryn leaned forward, cupping her chin in her hand, and watched Aisling at play as she thought about Antilles.
 
   He actually had a sense of humor.  There was a pleasant surprise.  She could close her eyes even now and hear his deep, rolling laughter, see his shockingly grey eyes gleaming with mirth.  His face…
 
   Like Aisling or any of the Farasai, coming to see Antilles as something natural and normal was really just a matter of time and exposure.  He wasn’t scary.  The last shreds of trepidation had melted clean away the instant she’d seen him kick off his hoof caps when he’d brought her home.  It was the little things that made the biggest differences, all the little homey touches around his cave that made him, for lack of a better word, human.
 
   Not everything about him was little.
 
   Well, holy crap, where had that come from?
 
   Taryn hopped her griffin-toy back and forth, trying valiantly to ignore the heat creeping up the sides of her face (among other places).  Lonely.  She was just lonely.
 
   And no, as a matter of fact, virtually nothing about Antilles was little.  He had big horns and big hands and big hooves and a big…hooves.
 
   A really, really big hooves.
 
   “Oh, for crying out loud,” Taryn muttered, and tossed her toy-stick aside.  Aisling leapt on the bit of wood tied to its string and savaged it with peeping snarls before dragging the whole thing into the tent as a trophy.  Taryn watched the switch disappear in little tugging spurts but when it was gone and Aisling was growling happily to himself inside the tent, her eyes went crawling back over the river, over the woods, to the high rise of the mountain where Antilles lived.  He might be out on the overlook right now, looking down at her.  She wondered…if she got up right now and headed for the—
 
   (woods)
 
   —bridge, would Tilly meet her?  The urge to get up and go someplace was becoming overwhelming.  She wanted to see him, talk to him.  She wanted—
 
   Hang on.  Taryn passed a hand over her eyes and looked around dazedly.  At some point, she’d stood up and walked herself half a dozen steps out into the grass, leaving Aisling behind in a tent that was wide open.  Geez, where was her brain at?  She felt half-drunk all the time these days.
 
   Taryn returned to camp, poked at the firepit, picked up her lousy basket, tossed it away again, and sat down with a sigh.  She glanced behind her into the tent and saw an Aisling-shaped lump under his baby-blanket, with the switch-handle of his new toy sticking out.  Watching him sleep made her tired.  And lonely.
 
   Oh forget it.  This day was clearly a total loss.  She was going to have to just get up and go visit—
 
   (the magus)
 
   —someone.
 
   “Hail, thee.”
 
   Taryn leapt up, her fragmented thoughts coalescing at once into pure delight.  “Romany!” she cried.
 
   The gypsy came through the grass, smiling her crooked, knowing smile.  There were dragons on her shoulders, dragons clinging to her colorful, tattered clothes, but as Romany entered the campsite, she unpinned her shawl and swept it off, flinging all the little dragons into a swirling funnel above her.  They soared away in a scolding cloud, then came back to nest in her hair as she dropped her shawl indifferently on the ground.  Taryn picked it up without thinking and hung it neatly over the bars of her plow as Romany peered in the tent at the sleeping griffin.  “And is thee well?” she asked, moving to inspect the contents of the cauldron (hot water, left standing after its morning boil).
 
   “Well as can be expected, I guess,” Taryn said.
 
   “Aye, truly?”  Romany looked expansively around at the plains.  “How much of this did thee expect?”
 
   “Good point.”  Taryn darted into her tent and came out with the snake-topped tin Antilles had given her.  “Tea?” she said hopefully.
 
   “Aye, if it please thee.”  Romany drew a number of letters out from her sleeve and sat, holding them in her lap.  Leaning out, she took a caramel from Taryn’s pack and unwrapped it for her little dragons.  She held it for their frantic lickings as she watched Taryn wake up the fire and add tea to the pot.  “This is the first time I have seen thee,” she remarked, “that I began to believe thee could in truth settle here.”
 
   Taryn laughed a little.  “You thought I’d give up and go home, huh?”
 
   “Nay, I thought thee would die.”  Romany let go of the candy and watched her dragons fly it up and away.  “I knew full well thee would never abandon thy fool’s pursuit.”
 
   Spoken mildly enough, yet the words stung.  Taryn straightened up, her only cup held in both hands, waiting to be filled with tea and offered to her guest.  Haltingly, she said, “You…”
 
   Romany turned back to her, one dark brow politely raised.
 
   “You think I’m a fool?”  Taryn’s voice broke a little on the last word.
 
   “Aye.”  Romany gave her a fond smile.  “Of most fanciful and infinite jest.”
 
   Taryn honestly couldn’t tell if she were being insulted or not.  Frowning, she dunked her cup into the steeping pot and held it out to Romany.  
 
   The gypsy took it, drank, and gave it back half-filled.  “What need thee?” she asked.  “What aid shall I offer to speed thy settlement?  For I do find thee favored, aye, and since there are none to whom I may offer my good word of thee, still I will give thee aids.”
 
   Taryn rediscovered a little of her smile and took a seat next to the gypsy, sipping at her tea.  “Ah, you’re doing enough,” she said.  “It can’t be easy walking back and forth like this so often.”
 
   “Ha!”  Romany raised an imperious brow.  “Easy, aye, as much as breathing!  For I am Romany—”
 
   “And you go where you will,” Taryn finished, grinning.  “How foolish of me to have forgotten.”
 
   Romany’s eyes sparkled.  She held out her hand.  Taryn passed her the cup.  “Will you take nothing more?” she asked.
 
   “I can’t really think of anything else I need right now.”
 
   “Nay?  Yet needs there must be, for thee is hard-worn.”
 
   “I am?”  Surprised, Taryn took Romany’s wrist and pulled it to her so that she could look down into the mirror of the little tea left in the cup.  She saw only her own dark reflection, unbrushed hair hanging over her eyes, wearing an expression of surprise.
 
   “Aye, thee is.”  Romany lifted her free hand as though to brush at Taryn’s cheek, but never quite touched her.  Her eyes were dark and deep as wells; Taryn thought she could see the sun reflected in them, but nothing else.  “Paled.”
 
   “Sheesh, you and Ven.”  Taryn let go of the cup and leaned back on her hands, scowling in a friendly fashion.  “I’m Irish.  Just come back in the summertime.  I’ll show you color then, by God.  Forty shades of sunburned.”
 
   “Tis not thy flesh whereof I speak.  Thee is paled, my sister.  Thee is paled to thy very soul.”
 
   Taryn shrugged one shoulder, beginning to be a little uncomfortable under the gypsy’s solemn, too-intense stare.  “Too much worry and too little sleep, I guess, but I’ll get over it.  Things are easier now than they were, and they can only get better.”
 
   “Nay, not only.”  But Romany drank and shared back the tea, letting the matter of Taryn’s paleness go.  Her attention wandered to the dragons, now perching on the supports of Taryn’s tent and preening one another as they spread their wings for the autumn sun.  She smiled, watching them, and it was a smile of tightly-braided pride, affection and sorrow.  “What has thy family to say of thee?” she asked softly.  “Do they call thee daughter with love and pride as thee wanders so far of them?  Do they wait to welcome thee back at thy road’s end?”  She looked down into the cup, stirring at it with one finger and watching the needles that flavored it spin.  “Do they forgive thee that thee ever left?”
 
   Taryn had picked up her letters at Romany’s first question, but now only held them in her lap.  She turned to look at the blue smudge of the western mountains, the place where Romany said her family lived.  The day was clear enough, she could see the white spots of snow high on those distant peaks.  “You could go home just to visit, can’t you?” she asked hesitantly.  “You don’t have to tell them about me.”
 
   “Ah, but they would know.  My kind remembers all the ancient ways of sharing.”  Romany raised her hand for another of those not-touches.  “And I would have thee secret yet.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Romany laughed.  It was a peculiarly cheerless sound.  “Aye, well, is that not what we do?  Hoard fine things for all ourselves?  Shall thee not be my pretty thing, my own fool, my glimmer and cly?  Shall I not have the sole right to carry thy father’s word and favor in mine own right hand and feel the greening of his love for thee in all my heart?  Shall I not take a conqueror’s claim of that bursting smile that comes at thy glad cry of my name?  Nay, I have stolen thee, I have brought thee, laired thee.  Thee is mine, the spoils of my seizure, and I will not share thee but keep thee jealously retained to be my pleasure.”
 
   Taryn smiled uncertainly, a little embarrassed by this outpouring of proprietary affection, and Romany drew in a sharp breath, her eyes flashing wide, as though that little smile were something marvelous and rare.  This time, when she raised her hand, her fingertips drifted, light as fairy kisses, across Taryn’s lips.
 
   “And thee is a fine thing,” she whispered, and leaned close.
 
   Taryn drew back, blinking rapidly.  “Um, no,” she said, startled.  “You can’t do that.”
 
   “Aye.  I am Romany,” said the gypsy calmly.  “I go where I will.”  She cupped the back of Taryn’s neck, preventing any further retreat, and pressed their lips firmly together.
 
   The first shocked breath that Taryn drew from that kiss was one of heat.  There was nothing figurative in the word; it was not the warmth and moist welcome of a passionate kiss, but real heat, igneous, the blast from an open furnace.  It seared her throat, melted in her belly, and spread out in calescent waves to every other part of her.  Her eyes stung, singed.  She shut them and groped out with one hand blindly.  But it was not the soft fall of curls that Taryn touched, or even the drifts of silk and linen that cloaked the gypsy’s shoulders, but something else, something like bare skin, only harder and not quite smooth.  It burned under her hand when she pushed, but there was no give and no relief from the smothering heat that invaded her.
 
   God, she could see it now, flames snapping and roaring behind her closed eyes.  She tried to open them, fight her way out of this fever with a look at the chill, autumn skies, and for a moment, it seemed she actually had, but all she saw was flame in twin orbs, set in a field of gleaming black.  She closed her eyes again and felt herself falling as heat poured into her, molten in her mouth and fission in her heart.  She was being covered in heat, surrounded by it.  Heat that raised her nipples like blisters, heat licking at her throat in flames, heat sliding between her thighs to rub excruciatingly golden at her sex.  There was a shape to this inferno, one without hips or hands or breasts, but still solid and inexpressibly female.  It called to her, resonating in the primal core of Taryn’s own femaleness, and she could feel desire like a sun blazing out from her womb with a clarity that surpassed even orgasm itself.  With the last shred of uncharred will, Taryn pulled in a lungful of scalding agonies and screamed.
 
   Then it was gone, and all at once, though it took Taryn’s body several agonizing shivers to free itself entirely of that residual heat.  When she opened her eyes, she was lying on the ground, one hand limply outflung and the other pressed and powerlessly rubbing between her thighs.  Gasping, she turned her head and saw Romany sitting with her back to Taryn, motionless.
 
   Slowly, Taryn took her hand from the crux of her thighs, resisting with great effort the urge to return it immediately and work her way to climax.  A minute, half that, perhaps only a few seconds more, and that was all she needed.  She was right at the edge, and the drop was deep.
 
   But she clenched her hands to fists and waited as her heart slowed and her breath finally steadied.  She rolled onto her side and then pushed herself up, shivering in the rush of cold as that searing glow receded.  Her eyes were fixed on Romany’s unmoving back.  They felt dry, baked.  “W-what are you?” she whispered.
 
   Romany’s head turned, but not much.  Enough to see her little dragons, maybe, not to see Taryn.  She said nothing.
 
   Taryn moved shakily onto her knees.  After a moment, she found the cup in a damp patch of ground and wiped it clean on her shirt.  She filled it with tea from the cauldron and held it out, nudging lightly at Romany’s shoulder.
 
   Now the gypsy turned.  Her eyes were on fire.  Orange light flickered down her cheeks like tears, where patches of shining black appeared and moved and vanished.  She glanced at the cup, sparking its contents the color of flame in the beam of those awful, burning eyes.  Her lips curved.  “Ah, thee,” she said, and looked away.
 
   “It’s all right,” Taryn said awkwardly.  She even tried to laugh.  “Heck, I’ve been to college.  You’re not the first to try.”
 
   Romany held out her hand.  Taryn put the cup in it.  The gypsy raised it and drank, all without looking around again.
 
   “It really is okay,” Taryn said in a small voice.  She crawled forward and sat down again, not quite close enough to touch the gypsy’s arm.  She searched the western horizon, trying not to see the way yellow light flickered in the air in the path of Romany’s gaze.  “I’m not mad.”
 
   “Aye, I know thee is not.”
 
   “We can still be friends, can’t we?”
 
   Romany sighed and looked down at the cup in her hands.  “Aye.”
 
   Taryn picked at an invisible thread on the knee of her jeans.  The silence stretched out, broken by the distant tumble of river over rock, and the occasional spat of dragon tempers or grumble of sleeping griffin.  Finally, uncomfortably, Taryn said, “Look, if it…if it means that much to you—”
 
   Romany laughed.  It was not a happy sound.  “What, thee?  Shall I say aye and bid thee lie with me to prove a friendship?  Ha!  And thee would do it,” she went on, bitterness thickening her voice as she stared down at her tea.  “Thee would give me all thy flesh as payment for that I did bring thee here.  Thee would give full plunder of all that I do desire to the hand that even now holds the cup of friendship.”  She threw it suddenly aside and stood up, holding her hands before her face to catch the flickering light of her eyes.  “Nay, sister,” she whispered.  “Nay, I will not.  I will not be the slaving of thee.”
 
   Taryn dropped her gaze to the ground, rubbing restlessly at her heart, which burned unhappy and small in her breast.  “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “Nay, say it not.  Even I must learn…some doors must be respected.”  Romany lifted her shawl from the handlebars of the plow and bound it around her bowed shoulders.
 
   “You don’t have to leave.”
 
   “The road is long and the way is treacherous.  I will go.”  Romany paused, her fingers on the long pin of her shawl, and then glanced back.  Her eye was dark again, and shy.  “May I yet be welcome?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Aye, of course.”  Romany turned away.  Her hand rose, brushed at her eye, and came away so that she could see the tear that glistened on her fingertip.  “Of course and finally.  Ah, thee.”
 
   Taryn looked away as dragons rose and swarmed away from the tent, following their gypsy as she walked out into the grass.  Her voice came back, distorted by wind and growing distance, a lament in many voices that shimmered in the air before it fell away into echoes and silence.
 
   Alone again.
 
   Taryn righted her cup, but left it on the ground.  She crawled into the tent and curled up on her comfy bedroll, resting her hand on the snoring lump under Aisling’s blanket.  The last blush of heat in her had faded and that dull, unfocused loneliness was already starting to rise up and fill the burnt-black hollows left behind.  She thought of the magus, all by himself in his cabin in the woods, and tried to buy a little peace in unhappy sleep.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   52.  Tea With the Wizard
 
    
 
   **Taryn, come.  Taryn, to me.  Taryn, come.  Taryn—**
 
   There.  At last.  He felt the tremor as she passed through the borders of his wood.  She was coming to him.
 
   The wizard fell silent, redirecting the focus of his spell, but not relaxing it, not just yet.  After so many days and nights of ceaseless summoning, his strength was nearing its limits, but the reward of this distant touch was worth savoring.  Spiders must feel thus, he supposed, at that first twitch of prey on webbing.
 
   But his time was limited.  The woods were not deep and Taryn rarely dallied on her walks.  She had not yet noticed his woods were lifeless; she was always alert to danger.  Or believed she was.  
 
   The wizard rose from his casting circle and dispersed his spell.  He pinched out his candles—the fat of unicorn foals was too hard to come by to let them burn, even though the cost of recasting was high—and stepped carefully through his wards until he was safely out.  He headed toward the bed to collect his robe and the cat raised her head and sleepily said, “Will he pet me?  I want a petting.”
 
   The wizard ran his hand distractedly down her hair as he picked up his garment.  His thoughts were moving ahead.  He would need to wash, need to ready water for tea, need to reinforce the spells set into the bannocks to disguise the taste of clay, and all before she arrived, for it must seem that he were surprised.
 
   “Feels good,” the cat sighed, and rolled onto her back.  The wizard rubbed her belly and she stretched her sensuous body, moaning with pleasure.  Then she caught his hand and bit.  “Hot blood,” she murmured, licking it from her lips.  She rolled onto her side, the very tip of her tail flicking, and went back to sleep.
 
   The wizard left her on the bed and shut the door behind him on his way to the kitchen, clenching his hand to keep from bleeding on his floor or his robe.  There was no point in punishing her, apart from the satisfaction of inflicting pain, and his time was short.  She was his third cat, and his most successful transformation.  At times like this, it was hard to remember just how much worse she could have been.  
 
   His first attempt had been made from a wizarding cat, the breed of familiars native to Avalon.  He had taken her from her mother’s womb so that no name could be given to lock her secret self away from him, and if there had been a mistake made, it had been that.  Oh, the transformation itself had been easily accomplished, but he had failed to appreciate the consequences of the cat’s intelligence.  He had believed her sentience would make her a more winning companion.  And perhaps it would have, eventually.  But she had been aware of her enslavement, and even if she could not resist him, her ability to misunderstand his commands had been tiresome and her natural magical powers had grown in proportion to her new body.  Without a name, he had no weapon to use against her, no leverage with which to batter open her rebellious mind.  In time, perhaps she might have proved able to break free of him entirely.  He disposed of her before he even had the opportunity to enjoy the flesh he’d given her.  What a waste.
 
   For his second creature, he had selected a native of Arcadia, a fellcat cub.  Disastrous.  He could not make her beautiful no matter how many days he spent malleating her human form, and she was lost in thoughts of carnage from the moment of her birth—a bloodthirsty and hulking beast wearing the face of a disfigured angel.  She was loyal enough, and as an animal, she required little effort to command, but she did one thing the wizard had not foreseen: She could open doors.  And every time the wizard was forced to sleep, she would slip away from him.  She returned to him the instant she was summoned, of course, but her mouth was always stained with blood.  Eventually there came a day when she returned to him with scratches on her broad back and blood between her thighs.  He had resigned himself to her forays of wanton slaughter, but after so many months spent in the shaping and nurturing of her, the sight of her glistening sex sparked in him a blinding rage and when it faded, she was nothing but a stain of ash on the wall.
 
   So his third cat came from Earth.  It took him a long time to find his way back to that world, and it was much changed from the last time he’d seen it.  There had been a time when he’d been tempted to try and take Earth for his own, but that time was long past.  The world had changed, the threads of magic sustaining it had decayed, and it had nothing to offer him now but the lifeforce of billions of blinded souls.  He had contented himself with the acquisition of the cat, and left Earth behind him to be forgotten.
 
   The cat.  She’d been so cute as a child, her cruelty still disguised by playfulness.  And she’d grown into a beauty, a paragon of effortless grace.  She could be controlled with a thought or a wave.  She’d been perfect.  But now she was grown and she was horrible.  He had already decided not to get another one.
 
   And why should he, really?  He would have Taryn soon enough.  Her mind had given before his so readily, even with only the little of her name that he had.  She would be as loyal as any creature he had made, and she would be human.  Not that he had never had the occasion to harvest the humans who came into the Valley from time to time, but those had been peasants, brash and ignorant and squalid, little better than beasts.  Taryn was different.  She was a light shining through Arcadia’s darkness.  And she was virgin, his to open, his to school, to spoil if he wished.  He had no doubt that he would tire of even her beautiful body in time, but until that day, oh what delights!
 
   Enough, enough.  His time was slipping fast and he still had so much to do.  If one was to set a successful snare, after all, one must use alluring bait and the wizard was well aware that he was that bait.  His openness.  His candor.  His harmless looks and simple setting.  Everything had to be perfect, and he was not so old that he had forgotten just how to display social niceties.
 
   But he was old.  He had told Taryn that he had been where he was for some fifty years, and that was true, from a certain perspective.  That was how long he had been living in this cabin, at any case, here in his lifeless woods.  But he had been here in Arcadia some three hundred years before that.
 
   The wizard put water on for washing, smiling down into the pot as he thought back on those fine, early days.  There had been a short time of wandering, of feeling out this or that place for danger, before he finally came to settle in the Valley.  And ironically, his first quarrel had not been with the forge-lords at all, but with the other humans struggling to conquer them.  It had not been a long conflict, of course…but it had been a noticeable one.
 
   Chuckling, the wizard began to clean himself for company.  Thinking of the Cerosan always put him in a good mood.  They were not wizarding folk, the bull-men.  They had no defense against his sorcery apart from iron weapons and mortal hands to wield them.  But they did have long lives, long memories, and a lord of keen and careful mind.  There had been one or two tricky moments, he would be the first to admit to them, but as the saying went, cut off the head and even the deadliest serpent is of no consequence.
 
   The wizard took a moment to freshen the bannocks, still thinking pleasantly of his impending visitor.  He was growing hard.  Did he have the time?  He hated to waste such an opportunity.  If he could get her to swallow his seed, perhaps mixed in marmalade for her bannocks…she would be seated in the satyr-skin chair already…
 
   No, damn it, no!  Virgin she was and virgins were valuable.  There were bottles in his casting room waiting empty for the treasures that Taryn had to offer, and with that, he would content himself.  He would have years and years to plumb that pleasant hole, but for now, he had to be patient.  He had to think of the griffin.  As he was, the griffin was near useless, but in two year’s time, perhaps three, he would be a kingly harvest.  And the griffin would go where Taryn went, so the winning of her was even more vital.
 
   The wizard stroked his growing erection wistfully, then dipped his fingers in his washwater and traced a rune of power down his shaft.  He wilted, but the anticipation remained and thoughts of her still clouded his mind.  He could still remember the sweetness of her mouth, the ripeness of her breasts.
 
   Ah, and that was her knock at his door now.  How polite she was.  How precious.
 
   “One moment,” the wizard called, pulling his robe over his head.  He put the kettle on, brought out his dwindling supply of Tazu tea—nothing magical about it, but he liked the taste and so, it would seem, did she—and went to let her in.
 
   She handed him a pheasant when he opened the door.  It was still warm.  “Dinner’s on me this time,” she said.
 
   He was stunned at first, and then clumsily touched.  The last gift he’d been given…gods, he’d been three.  He’d always had to command his creatures to hunt, and the prey they’d brought back for him were usually well-mouthed and savaged.  This…
 
   “This is marvelous,” he said, accepting it.  “Thank you!  Come inside and let’s unzip this buzzard!”
 
   She laughed with simple delight at his words.  Amazing, how disarming a little familiar speech could be.  The wizard waved her inside and went to the kitchen to prepare it, wondering if she would be as conscientious after she became his creature or if her mind would be benumbed after the claiming of it.  He supposed it made no difference in the long run.
 
   The griffin came frolicking in at his feet and the wizard eyed it with proprietary fondness, passing down choice bites of heart and liver as he butchered the bird.  Little Aisling seemed to have forgiven him his transgressions at their last meeting and now he was full of play once more and utterly enchanting.  Griffin bones for spells of flight.  Griffin feathers to summon storms.  Griffin talons, powdered and added to wyvern bile, could improve the cutting power of any blade.  Griffin liver, boiled nine days and eaten, would guard against all but alchemic poisons for many years.  And griffin’s blood…
 
   Not as good as dragon’s blood, perhaps, but the wizard had no hope of tasting that.  Yet a swallow of griffin’s blood, drawn hot from the beast’s living body, would buy him back the youth and strength his form emulated but his soul no longer felt.  And he would not need to kill the beast right away.  There were ways to take bones and feathers and all the rest, even the liver, without letting the animal die.  He could keep it, the only wizard ever to hold such a beast in his power, and glean immortality from it for centuries.  
 
   The griffin tired of tidbits and pounced on the wizard’s feet, then galloped away in screeches of victory.  The wizard watched it go, smiling.
 
   “He’ll be magnificent when he’s grown, won’t he?” Taryn said, watching her beast at play.
 
   “Oh yes.  I can hardly wait.”  He skewered the bird and set it to roast, pulling the kettle to brew his tea.  “Have a biscuit, Taryn,” he invited.  
 
   She did, although he sensed the slight resistance of her will.  He wasn’t surprised.  Sorcerer’s clay was bitter stuff and he was no cook to begin with.  But when she finished the last of them, he would have enough inside her to form the Augment, and that little resistance of hers would be snuffed out as easily as a candle’s flame.
 
   “So tell me,” he said, settling himself at the table.
 
   “Tell you what?” she asked, taking the satyr-skin chair.  Instantly, her eyes took on a glaze and color rose in her cheeks.
 
   The wizard suppressed a smile as he watched her, feeling an agreeable tightening in his groin.  He glanced at the glass above his hearth—still as pure as she herself—and said, “Tell me anything.  It’s just nice to hear someone else talking for a change.”
 
   She laughed, a dazed sound, and began to tell him of all the petty trials of settlement, of her quest for foods and comforts, of Aisling’s growth, of her news from her family, of the creatures who dwelled in the plains and her befriending of them.  The wizard listened, nodding where appropriate, sometimes laughing, inserting a commiserating word.  And it was a pleasure to hear her, that was no lie, even this insignificant stuff.  Her voice was honey.
 
   “But you don’t want to hear about any of this,” she said finally.
 
   “I do.”  He reached to pat her hand, using the little contact to brush at her mind, tasting her purity, the arousal the chair inspired in her.  “I love hearing anything.  It’s been so long.  I wish you’d come by more often.”
 
   “Me, too.”  She looked around his kitchen, frowning slightly.  “I don’t know what it is, really.  I’m always thinking of this place…oh, that sounded wrong,” she said and blushed.  “You’ll think I’m flirting.”
 
   He couldn’t help smiling.  “No, I know you’re not.” 
 
   “The thing is…”  She rolled her cup between her palms and then set it aside.  “They don’t want me to come here.  I kind of have to sneak away.”
 
   The wizard’s smile faded.  “They?” he said, but it was for her benefit, for the pretense of harmlessness he effected.  He knew who she referred to.
 
   She shrugged one shoulder.  “Tilly and the others.  Mostly Tilly.”
 
   “Tilly.”  He laughed, a sour sound.  A fitting name for the appointed ‘lord’.  “The minotaur, of course.”
 
   “He…”  Taryn’s face was wonderfully distressed.  “He really doesn’t like you.  He won’t tell me why.”
 
   The city of Dis, charred and smoking…the screams of the dying as they choked on the ashes of the dead…the clouds of crows, feasting on blackened, moaning lumps no longer discernable as Cerosan…the blood of the old lord boiling on the stones where his son lay unconscious…
 
   “He doesn’t have much of a reason,” the wizard said finally, and shrugged.  “I made mistakes.  He’s holding a grudge.  But I’m glad you snuck out, risking his wrath and all.”
 
   “Yeah.”  But she didn’t smile.
 
   “Cheer up, Taryn,” he said, with a gentle push at her mind.
 
   She still didn’t smile.  “What…”  She sighed and shook her head.  “I told myself I’d never ask, but—”
 
   “Then don’t ask, Taryn,” he said, and pushed hard this time.  “Have another biscuit.”
 
   She did, eating slowly and with vague distaste showing on her troubled face.
 
   She wasn’t going to let this go.  She needed a story.  Ah well, he’d give her one.
 
   “Humans have always come to Arcadia,” he said.  “In ancient times, I understand it was the dragons who opened the roads between the worlds, but humans were the ones who really put them to use.  We traveled to hundreds of them, settled dozens.  And humans…well, it should come as no surprise when I say that humans really aren’t very nice when they’re exploring.”
 
   “No,” Taryn said, dropping her eyes.
 
   “Humans with magic tend to be worse.  Arcadia had suffered sorcerers in the past.”  The wizard affected a slight shrug.  “When I came here, I came alone, which was a point in my favor.  I made a few mistakes as I was setting up here—taking goats that didn’t belong to me, for example—but nothing too big.  Nothing unforgivable.  And then one day, my first winter here, I bumped into a group of horsemen out on the plains.  We had an argument over who had the right to hunt a particular nyati.  I should have just backed off, I know, but I was tired of the hostility.  I did something stupid.”
 
   He raised his hand and blue sparks flowed from his fingers to cloak his arm.  
 
   “It’s purely defensive,” he explained as her eyes went wide.  “A strike could cloud the mind for a few minutes.  Little more than a distraction, really.  But up until that moment, no one in Arcadia knew I was a wizard.  And everything happened very fast after that.”
 
   He fell silent, as though reflecting on a dark memory, but he was really feeling out her responses, tasting the guileless sorrow and pity that flowed through her heart.  He warmed to his story, beginning to enjoy himself.  “They came for me that night.  I surrendered to them, like an idiot, thinking that I could try to explain.  They put me in chains and burned my camp.  They meant to kill me, to trample me to death beneath their hooves.  I had to use more magic to get away, and that pretty much sealed my fate in Arcadia.  They hunted me across the plains and I came here.  And here is where I decided that I could either let them kill me or I could make a stand.  I stood.  It hasn’t been easy,” he finished.  “They make an effort every few years to burn me out, but I keep hoping someday…I’ve tried to apologize, believe me.  But they don’t forgive.”
 
   Her hand came to his shoulder, a consoling touch.  “I could talk to them,” she said.  “They might—”
 
   “No, Taryn.  Don’t tell them anything about me.”  He softened the push behind his command by saying, “They wouldn’t believe you, anyway.  They’d only think I was hypnotizing you or some fool thing.  Like that was so simple.”  He rolled his eyes.
 
   She shared his disdain with a faint, uncomprehending smile.
 
   “Like every race without magic, they think wizardry means fireballs and armies of undead soldiers.  But real magic is about exchanges, you know.  It’s not fairy dust, it’s physics.”  The wizard handed her another biscuit and she picked at it politely.  “I have some sway over animals, I’ll be the first to admit that, but it’s just impossible to control a sentient mind.”  Without help.
 
   “I get it.”  And she sympathized with a heavy sigh.  “But these aren’t unreasonable people.  In time—”
 
   “It’s been fifty years, Taryn,” he interrupted.  “And they are unreasonable.  You just don’t realize that because you aren’t a magus like me.  If you were, please believe me, they would have killed you long before now.  Maybe they think they have good reasons.  I know the conquering wizards of my world’s history have slaughtered their millions and they might have come here, but no rational race of people would continue to judge by that example.  No, I have my hopes for a truce someday, but I’m not pushing my luck.  And you, Taryn, you’ve got to promise me that you won’t try to make it happen.  You actually have a chance at a happy life here.  I don’t want you to lose it because you tried to help me.”
 
   “I promise,” she said and her shoulders bowed.  “I wish—”
 
   “I know.”  He held out the plate with its last bannock.  “Eat, Taryn,” he said, and pushed hard against her resistance.
 
   She finally did, wincing unconsciously with each bite.  The wizard watched with quickening pulse at it was consumed.  “Of course, now I’m too full for pheasant,” she remarked, washing it down with tea and a shudder.
 
   He scarcely heard her.  His thoughts were aligning to work the spell to draw and bind the sorcerer’s clay.  He spoke a Word, felt it flare out from him in a burst of energy and sink into her.  Her fledging inquiry broke mid-word into a violent spasm of dry coughs; her hands flew to her belly and twisted there, as though trying to claw her way in and remove the thing that birthed itself inside her.  The griffin came on the run, squawking distress, and the wizard reached down and picked the animal up, holding its squirming body against his chest as he watched his Taryn succumb to his spell.
 
   “Sorry,” she gasped, groping for her cup.  She drank, coughed again, and finally straightened.  “Wrong pipe or something.  It’s okay, Aisling.  See?  I’m fine.”  She took the griffin from him and let it preen anxiously at her hair before returning it to the floor.  One of her hands rubbed at her stomach as she watched her animal retreat, and then she flinched.
 
   He could actually see the difference in her as the magic in the satyr-skin chair was Augmented.  The color in her cheeks spread out.  Her thighs opened slightly.  He could see beads of sweat popping on her brow.
 
   “Tell me your name, Taryn,” he said softly.  His blood was roaring in his ears.  It was an effort to remain calm, remain seated.  “Tell me all the name your mother gave you.”
 
   She looked at him, her eyes darting around briefly as though she had to hunt for him.  Then she focused, and she frowned.  
 
   His smile faltered.  He reached out and touched her hand, pushing at her will, feeling it strain beneath his attack.  “Tell me all your name, Taryn!”
 
   “You’re…not…”  She tried to pull away.
 
   Still not enough.  Not yet.  But soon.  This was Earth-born, after all, this was the mind that came from generations of stock that never knew magic.  Ignorance was her weakness, true, but it was a weakness that didn’t come without lending a certain irritating resistance.
 
   “Kiss me, Taryn,” he told her.
 
   She leaned forward, her brows knitting with discomfort even as she pressed her lips to his.  There was hunger in her kiss, satyr’s passion flowing through her.  Unwanted, surely, but irresistible.
 
   The wizard let her kiss, relishing the invasion she sent so unwillingly against him, but drew back eventually.  “Do you want to kiss me?” he asked.
 
   “No,” she whispered.  She looked so bewildered, so desperate.
 
   “Do you want me to touch you?”
 
   “N-no.”  Her breath had quickened, shortened.  Tears threatened.
 
   “But you want to be touched, don’t you?”
 
   She looked at him with her wet eyes.  She nodded.
 
   The wizard smiled.  “Then touch yourself, Taryn.  And enjoy your touches.”
 
   She resisted.  He pushed—not hard, just a tap really—and he felt her buckle and fall before his will.  Her lashes fluttered and her hands rose to grip her breasts through her shirt.  Her nipples peaked through the thin fabric.  She gasped, her eyes rolling back.
 
   “Stay on the chair,” the wizard ordered.  “But come forward, Taryn, as far as you can, and open your legs.  I want you to touch your womanhood and I want you to enjoy it.”
 
   She obeyed, her legs parting as she scooted to the edge of her seat.  Her fingers slipped beneath the waist of her pants.  He could see them moving, like the hand she left at her breast.  He could hear the slick sucking of her arousal, and he could see tears trickling from her eyes.
 
   The wizard pulled his robe off and let it drop.  She looked up into his face and began to cry.  “Easy, Taryn,” he said with a taut smile.  “Be easy.  Relax, Taryn.  Shh.”
 
   And she did relax, her face still pinched with the awfulness of her obedience.  Her hands were still at work at her body.  The fork of her clothing was stained with her damp desire.
 
   “That’s enough,” he told her.  “Put your hands on me, Taryn.  Not there.  Close on my man’s rod, Taryn.  Yes.”  He closed his eyes, savoring the touch that so lightly gripped him.  He folded his hands around hers, showing her how to move, how to milk him.  Every slow pass of her fist was its own heaven, its own hell.
 
   She was virgin, yes, and in a moment, he would go back to fetch the first vials to be filled by that potent nectar she was so diligently producing for him.  But for now, ah, there were things even a virgin could do.
 
   She fought his command.  He had to push, push hard, and after so many days of sleepless summoning, it was a battle in the truest sense of the word.  But in the end, though it took five commands and brought on a blistering headache, his will dominated and the pretty mouth opened.
 
   The wizard sank his hands into that fall of radiant red and pulled her roughly around him, penetrating to the back of her throat.  His virgin had no schooling, that much was clear, but reflex made her swallow and that was pleasure enough for him.  The wizard thrust at her in the rhythm he wanted, panting out instructions with breath that grew increasingly coarse.  “Suck, Taryn.  Oh, that’s it!  No teeth, Taryn, not at all.  Use your tongue, Taryn, just the tip.  And stop crying, Taryn.  Right now.”
 
   How easy it would be to simply take her and be done.  As easy as pulling her from the chair and bending her over the table, as easy as pinning down her struggling fists and having his will with the body that so consumed his thoughts.  But that would be a waste, not just of her virgin assets, but of the act itself.  The oldest magic was found in sex, but its power came from its intimacy, its sharing.  Rape was only a sexual act in the basest possible sense and it would get him nothing.  This, the possession of her puckering mouth, was somewhere in between, and he knew the anchoring effects of his seed would not be as strong as if she’d knelt to take him willingly, but the Augment was there and would supplement much, and in any event, he was beyond caring.  He wanted the feast, but he would content himself with this one bite.  Just a little something to whet the appetite.  How appropriate that it so chiefly concerned her mouth.
 
   The wizard made an effort to utilize this stolen time, educating his soon-to-be creature in the ways of pleasuring him and bombarding her beleaguered mind until she moved on him without his constant command.  He schooled her in the methods of lips and tongue, in the pacing of sensation.  Soon she was licking at him with the skill of a courtesan and the enthusiasm of a collie.  She was devouring his sensitive head, drawing him in with newfound expertise until her lips were sealed tight against his base.  She was lathing him until he dripped with her saliva, sucking bruise-spots onto the sides of his shaft, taking him in with perfectly-mimed gluttony even as her eyes screamed abuse.  Eventually, he tired of even these talents, and ordered her to suckle swift as he plunged into her wet mouth.
 
   He pumped hard and fast, all his body burning and tight with pleasure, groaning freely as she received him.  She was so obedient, so wonderfully receptive, and the scented oils of her enspelled arousal was there to sweeten his senses.  Her resistance was always there, a shadow in his mind and will, but the athleticism of her tongue could easily deceive one to imagine genuine passion.  He wanted her to desire him, of course, and eventually she would.  But he didn’t require it today.  Today, he needed only submission.
 
   “Swallow, Taryn,” he gasped, and pushed fully into her as his seed came.  The convulsions of her working throat brought him to a dizzying plateau of pleasure, and then he was ebbing away, back to clarity, back to the limitations of mortal flesh.  “That’s good,” he said, patting her in much the same fashion as he would his cat.  He stepped back, shivering as he came free of her still-sucking mouth, and grinned down at her fondly.  “You can stop now.  That’s enough.”
 
   She cringed back into her chair at once, hugging herself and sobbing.
 
   The wizard glanced at her as he took the pheasant from the fire.  It had just begun to burn.  She looked so confused, so wounded.  It was all he could do to keep from laughing at her.
 
   The wizard broke a wing off the singed side of the bird and offered it to Aisling, who had just wandered in from the other room at the sound of tears.  The griffin ignored the food and went to its mistress, uttering plaintive peeps and trying to rub its head on the back of her hand.
 
   “Stop crying, Taryn, and tell him it’s all right,” he said, taking a little tea as he waited for his pheasant to cool.
 
   Taryn did, in a listless voice that still hung wet with tears.  Aisling sat at her feet, looking unconvinced.  The glance the griffin sent back over its feathery shoulder was eerily tinged with suspicion.
 
   “Feed him,” the wizard suggested, passing over the wing.
 
   Taryn obeyed, and Aisling ate, sending swift, narrow looks back at the wizard the entire time.
 
   “Now send him away.  Just to the other room.  Tell him to sleep, Taryn.”
 
   Aisling, in the spirit of his mistress, chose to resist this command, but eventually, he did rise and slink away.  The wizard tolerated the gleaming of the golden eyes from the shadows underneath his table while he feasted on roast pheasant, occasionally offering tidbits to Taryn and encouraging her to take from his hand.  After a while, the sight of his human eating from the wizard’s fingertips seemed to soothe whatever passed for sensibilities in a griffin’s mind, and Aisling lowered his head to his talons and dozed.
 
   The wizard smiled at Taryn from across the table, admiring the bewildered, mournful look he had put in her.  “Tell me your name,” he said, already knowing she would not.  Not with the half he had, not even with his seed simmering in her belly.  She was only human, but she was Earth-born and blunt to magic, and beyond even that, she was still fierce in her own little way.
 
   Sure enough, she merely looked at him with those sorrowing eyes.
 
   He decided to try a different approach.  “Why won’t you tell me your whole name, Taryn?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t like you.  You hurt me.”
 
   “You don’t have to remember that.”
 
   “But I always know it.”  She blinked her damp eyes slowly, wretchedly.  “Because you’re always hurting me.  Even when I’m not with you.”
 
   He could feel himself stiffening again already.  “Soon, you’ll always be with me, Taryn,” he said.  “You and Aisling both.  I’m going to break you.  I’m going to make you believe that you love me.  Eventually, I won’t even need magic.  Your will, your mind, your desires…everything you are will be mine.  You’ll hold Aisling in your arms while I drink from him.  You’ll hold the knife that slashes his throat.”
 
   She shook her head haltingly.
 
   The wizard drank a little more tea, relishing the sight of her.  “I suppose the minotaur will come looking for you if he doesn’t see a fire burning at your camp tonight,” he mused.  “So I’ll have to send you back.  And you’ll go.  You may even feel a little sick tonight as you huddle in your tent.  A little sad, for reasons that never will surface completely.  And you may even think of me, but be assured that when you do, you will think of me with longing.  You won’t remember any part of this golden afternoon but what I chose to allow you to remember—a pleasant chat, tasty tea, the tragic tale of my arrival in Arcadia and the menace of the beastmen who met me.”  
 
   Her mouth moved in silence for several seconds, and from somewhere, she found the strength and fortitude of will to ask, “Why…are you doing this…to me?”
 
   He considered the question as he picked at a little more pheasant.  “Because you’re here,” he said finally.  “And because you’re beautiful and ignorant and pliant.  And because you had the awesome audacity to bring a live griffin right into my home for me to see.”
 
   “Never…”  Her chest heaved with effort, but her voice was scarcely a whisper.  He waited patiently for her to gather the strength to finish.  “Again!”
 
   “Oh yes.”  He smiled and reached across the table to caress her chin.  “Again.  And again.  My seed is in you now, and while it can’t be as potent as if I’d sown you properly, it will still prove an effective tether.  I’ll just have to rein you in from time to time to give you more.  You will be as well-schooled a whore as can be found in the jade brothels of the Imperial Palace by the time I’m ready to pierce that delicious petal you’re protecting.”  He raised his cup to her in mock salute and drank, reaching down with his free hand to test the readiness of his quivering shaft.  Hard as rock.  He rose, bumping down his cup, and went to where she sat.
 
   “So I’ll send you home,” he said, cupping the back of her head and bringing her firmly forward to envelop his member.  “But I have hours yet before I need to let you go.  And I mean not to waste it.  Oh, that’s it, Taryn.  Just as I have taught you.  Enjoy it, Taryn.  I command you to feel pleasure.  That’s the way.  And stop crying.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   53.  After Tea
 
    
 
   The horseman stood unmoving in the waving grass of the plains, his runka in his hand.  He watched, still and grim and silent, as his kinswoman stumbled from the wizard’s wood.  He watched her fall, retch, sob, and finally rise again to walk a dazed path home with her griffin in her arms.  He kept a pace with her from his distant ridge until he knew that she would find her home in safety, and then he wheeled about and galloped for his chief.
 
   Before the sun touched even the highest peak of the Dragon’s mountains, the lord of the Valley knew all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   54.  Lordly Pursuits
 
    
 
   Taryn sat by the coals of her fire with a cup of cold tea in her hands, staring into the west and thinking about visiting the magus.  She didn’t really want to go.  She had a hoe half-knapped and a hoe-handle ready to be smoke-hardened and sanded smooth.  Working on that little itch for the past three days had been enough to keep her pleasantly occupied, but not today, apparently.  Today, that lonely itch was in her all the way down to her bones and she just couldn’t stand it any more.  
 
   Maybe after a pot of tea and a little conversation, she’d be able to concentrate again.  Maybe no.  So often, it seemed that even though Taryn’s concentration improved after her visits to the magus, her emotional reserves were utterly depleted.  She had no idea why.  He was nothing but pleasant to her.  The hours just flew by in his company, but she was invariably a wreck on the walk home.
 
   She needed to just sleep with him already.
 
   She supposed she should be shocked by the thought.  She wasn’t.  In fact, the longer she considered it, the more sensible the idea seemed.  She’d just sleep with him and get it out of her system.  Then either she’d feel better and quit falling apart after leaving his cabin, or she’d feel worse and have an excuse never to see him again, but in either case, this rotten ambiguity would stop.  
 
   Taryn stood up and dumped out her untouched tea, beginning the business of locking down her campsite.  If she’d had the power to step back out of her body and take a long look at herself, she’d think she was looking at a woman on her way to her own funeral, but of course, she didn’t know how grim she looked.  She might not have cared even if she had known.  She was lonely and she was tired.  That was all she really cared about these days.  And she wanted that to stop.
 
   Taryn tied up her backpack and kicked around the edges of the copse, hunting up stones for her slingshot.  She came back into camp with her head bent, counting the rocks in her palm, on her way to whistle out Aisling and zip up her tent.  She had to make several re-counts as she walked.  Her attention just couldn’t seem to come together.
 
   “Where bound, human?”
 
   Taryn shrieked, flinging her handful of stones into the air and then ducking underneath her arms to weather out the pelting rain that followed.  When it was safe to straighten up and turn around, there was Antilles.
 
   He was standing next to her firepit, and he still had the lid of her cauldron in one huge hand.  The other was covering his muzzle as though to hide the smile he couldn’t make anyway.  The set of his ears and the shape of his eyes betrayed his surprise and no small amount of humor.  There was a large, leather purse, sagging and empty-looking, slung over his shoulder, and his hoof-caps were caked with dried mud and chaff.  
 
   “Jerk!” Aisling cried, delighted, and bounded out of the tent to pounce at one travel-bedraggled fetlock.
 
   Taryn was less inclined toward the sentiment at the moment than in the literal interpretation of the word.  “What the hell, Tilly!” she snapped, and dropped to start hunting up her fallen ammunition.
 
   He moved his hand slightly.  “My apologies.”  He sounded like he was trying very hard not to laugh.  “T’was not my intention to alarm you.”
 
   “Like hell it wasn’t!  The only way you could sneak up on me is by trying!”
 
   “Perhaps your mind was elsewise occupied.  I assure you, I did not quiet my approach.”  He ran an eye up the sapling where her pack was tied and replaced the lid of her cauldron.  “Where bound?”
 
   She knew better than to tell him she was off to see the wizard.  “Nowhere in particular,” she said vaguely.  “Just out.  Why do you ask?”
 
   “Conversation—” began Antilles.
 
   Taryn groaned and thrust a few found rocks into her pocket.  She’d had twenty of them.  Now she could only find eight.  “Okay, fine, whatever!  What are you doing here?”
 
   “I have had matters to attend to in the far reaches of the Valley and this day did return.  As your camp is but a small step aside of the bridge, I thought to look in on your settlement.”
 
   Taryn paused in the act of picking up a rogue stone.  She looked up at him through a fall of her unbrushed hair.  “Why?”
 
   “I am the lord of this Valley.  You are a part of it.  It is for me to know how you fare.”
 
   She could feel herself frowning.  She wasn’t sure why.  She actually felt a little happy that he’d wanted to stop by and see her.  Confused, Taryn bent and continued combing the grass for rocks.
 
   Antilles waited for a moment or two.  “How fare you?” he asked, sounding very patient.
 
   “Fine.”  She didn’t look at him.
 
   He continued to stand there expectantly.  After a while, he scraped one hoof along the ground and folded his arms across his powerful chest.  “Have you no need?” he pressed.  “No comforts unmet?  No desire?”
 
   Taryn’s lashes fluttered as she fought not to steal a sidelong look at him on the word ‘desire’.  “Nope,” she said.  “I’m fine.”
 
   One of his hands drummed on his bicep.  He waited.
 
   Aisling panted happily in Taryn’s direction as the silence drew out and finally sat down on the minotaur’s hoof and started fussing over one of his talons.
 
   Antilles continued to wait.
 
   Taryn looked for stones.
 
   At last, he blew one of his bullish snorts and said, “Aye, well, as you have nothing to do and mean to strike out and do it anyway, you may as well accompany me.”
 
   Really?
 
   Taryn looked up, blinking, her fingers curling slowly around the rocks she’d found.  He looked irritated with her and her heart sank a little.  “No, that’s…that’s okay.  I wouldn’t want to impose on your—”
 
   “Get up, human,” he said bluntly.
 
   She got up, scowling to disguise her blush as she pocketed her stones.  “Where is it that you think you’re taking me?”
 
   “Nowhere in particular,” he drawled.  “Just out.  For I should hate to stand athwart of your intended destination.”
 
   What an incredibly annoying and high-handed thing to say.  Taryn shot Aisling a glance and sweetly said, “What do we say?”
 
   Antilles narrowed his eyes at her.
 
   The griffin gave her his goofy frozen-beak grin, looked up at the minotaur, flapped his wings and crowed, “Tilly!  My sun-shi-i-i-ne!  Too-ra loo!”
 
   Naturally.
 
   Antilles could not smile, but that didn’t stop a look of supreme satisfaction from spreading over his face.  He leaned his horns back and snorted again, sending steam out in a cloud from his muzzle.  “Well done,” he said silkily.  “Shall we be off, then?” 
 
   Taryn sighed and gave in with half a shrug.  Her emotions were all tangled up.  Here she’d been going stir-crazy for lack of companionship and so companionship had fallen right into her lap.  She’d ought to be dancing on the moon, but that maddening, lonely itch hadn’t gone away.  Plus, it was Antilles, someone she’d done an awful lot of extra-hard thinking about since the last time she’d seen him, and here he was asking her out on a walk, but she’d managed to make him so exasperated with her in the process that she wasn’t sure if he viewed it more as a friendly visit or a babysitting chore.  And he was staring at her right now, waiting for her enthusiastic agreement, which the heart of her did want to give him, if only her head, stomach and mouth could get on the same page.
 
   “Well?”
 
   She nodded, but then said, somewhat plaintively, “Are you sure you really want to waste your whole day walking around with me?  Wouldn’t you rather, I don’t know, get a bath or relax a little at home?”
 
   He cocked his head.  “Does one preclude the other?”
 
   Instantly, the image (improbable though it might be) of him and her sharing a bath rose up in flames, and suddenly all of her was very aware of the fact that he was naked.  “I suppose not,” she stammered, her eyes burning on a point just to the right of the tip of his horn.
 
   “Excellent.”  Antilles bent and scooped Aisling up in one hand, rubbed at the griffin’s beak with the tip of one finger, and then passed him into her arms before turning and walking away.  He raised one arm, beckoning without looking to see if she followed.
 
   Taryn didn’t move at first.  The thought of spending the day wandering around with Antilles had a strong attraction that was in itself deeply intimidating, but more than that, it felt faintly wrong.  She’d meant to go visit the magus today.  This almost felt like ditching a date.
 
   ‘Oh come on,’ she thought suddenly.  ‘Tell the truth, who would you rather be with?’
 
   Antilles had noticed she wasn’t with him.  He paused out in the plains and looked back at her, his ears forward.  The sunlight outlined each fur-covered ridge and slope of muscle…
 
   She started walking.  The first step was hardest, but after that first restraint was broken, not only was it easier, by the time she’d jogged up beside him, she was smiling.  His hand lit briefly on her shoulder and thoughts of the poor, lonely magus in the woods went completely out of her head and stayed there.
 
   “Now that you are better-settled,” Antilles began, setting off again, “how like you my Valley?”
 
   “My little corner of it is just fine.”
 
   He glanced at her.  One ear twitched.  “Your little corner,” he said (with a certain, wry emphasis on the word ‘your’), “is not all that you have seen.  You have been wandering of late.”
 
   She shrugged, looking out at the river to avoid his piercing gaze.  “Not so much.”
 
   “Nay?  Hm.  Yet Tonka tells me you have been away on no less than five of his visits to your encampment.”
 
   She stopped in her tracks to stare at him, aware of a nasty blooming in her heart that she suspected was born of guilt more than outrage.  “Are we going to do this whole spy routine again?” she demanded.  
 
   He kept going for a step or two, but did ultimately come to a stop.  There he stood, his head bending as though he were in deep contemplation of his own hooves.  “Nay,” he said at last.  His voice was heavy, even troubled, and shot through with a weariness that Taryn could almost feel resonating sympathetically in her own bones.  “Nay, we will not.  For I do believe you, Taryn.  I believe you when you say you mean no harm.  I believe the look of love I see in your eyes when you turn them upon your foundling.  I believe the labors of your body and the scars upon your hands.  I believe you.”
 
   Taryn hugged Aisling closer, unsure how to respond, and Antilles turned around to face her fully.  He was frowning as he looked at her, and his eyes were in constant motion, taking in every part of her, it seemed, even the parts not out on the surface to be seen.
 
   “Nay, there will be no more guards against you,” he said, and gave his head a hard shake.  “Instead, I will be the lord of you.  Aye.  Even you.”  He sighed, searched the skies, and finally looked at her again, resigned to something outside of her understanding.  “And as your lord, I come to you with that same audience that I give to all of mine.  I will walk with you and talk with you and take of you your measure.  Not for that I do not trust you, human, but for precisely that I do.  Now come.”
 
   She started walking, and when she passed him, he fell into step beside her.  They were quiet for what seemed a very long time, and then Antilles grumbled under his breath and said again, “Tonka tells me you have been away on five occasions.  Were you aware it had been so many?”
 
   Taryn shrugged again, now turning her attention to each individual feather on Aisling’s smooth head.  “I still don’t see why that should bother you.”
 
   “Have I said that I am bothered?  Nay, human, for as when I threaten, be assured that when the event transpires, there shall be little doubt of it.”  He frowned impressively out at the mountains for a while after saying this, and then blew out one of his bullish snorts and continued, “I remark merely for that I hold an interest in the welfare of one of mine, especially one so new-risen from Rucombe’s House of Tears.  Should I not be concerned that you are so often missing from your settlement and all your works left idle?”
 
   She was blushing, she could feel it.  “Maybe I think that making myself familiar with the lay of the land is as important as basket-weaving.”
 
   “Aye, and mayhap it is,” Antilles said placidly.  “Is that what you do?”
 
   “Maybe you’ve lived here all of your life, but you’ll forgive me if I’m still a little worried about getting lost,” Taryn shot back, very vaguely aware that this was not really an answer to his question.
 
   But Antilles seemed pleased to hear it.  His ears came forward and the solid set of his shoulders seemed to relax somewhat.  “Aye, forgiven,” he said.  “Therefore, let thee and me wander a while and so ease your stranger’s fears.  When you know better how the land does fall, mayhap you will be more content in your corner of it.”  Again, the slight stress on ‘your’.  He was teasing her.  Of course, he was also scolding her, but the teasing made it at least a little bearable.
 
   They came to the bridge, and he turned aside to cross it without pausing.  Taryn stood on the shore, hesitant, and he stopped and looked back at her.  
 
   “I don’t really spend a lot of time in the woods,” she said.  
 
   “Aye, I know.”
 
   “Well…wouldn’t you rather show me the plains?”
 
   He raised one arm and gestured expansively.  “Behold, the plains,” he intoned.  And dropped his hand.  “Come, Taryn.”
 
   There was a smile tugging at her lips, but she still didn’t move.  “Wouldn’t it make more sense to show me around in some place where I might actually spend a little time?”
 
   “Aye.”  He came back for her, cupping her back in one huge hand and propelling her gently alongside him down the bridge until she picked up her feet and started walking.
 
   “But I don’t really spend a lot of time in the woods,” she said again.
 
   “Ah, but once I show them to you, surely you will return.  Tis all part of my insidious plan to bring you in closer to my watchful eye.”
 
   “Why?” she asked, trying to ignore the sudden leap of her heart.
 
   “Mayhap I like to look at you,” he said quietly, but he didn’t prove it, not even with a teasing glance.  “In any event,” he continued, tossing his horns, “the foothills of Isauren have far more to offer a newcomer then the plains, and what better place to acquaint yourself to the wilds of stalk and stem than a forest?  I am not as expert as lo I could be, owing to my misspent youth, but I daresay I shall prove at least partway a help to you.”
 
   “Misspent youth?”
 
   “Oh aye,” he said, and rolled his steely eyes.  “My father was well-insistent upon my adhering to the more lordly pursuits, and I, eager pup that I was, obeyed him in all things.  Therefore, an education of histories, disciplines, diplomacies, and other statescraft.  Ha.  See how well I am served by it now.”
 
   He sent a brooding stare out over the river towards the lake, glanced at her, then shook himself out of whatever dark thoughts he was having and said, “When I found myself alone, there were many things that of a sudden I realized were not addressed in my education, woods-wisdom among them.  I was book-learned, some, and close-taught by others.  I think you are quite safe with my schooling.”
 
   Taryn, groping for something light-hearted to say, ventured, “Did you learn smithing from a book?”
 
   “Nay, that my father deemed lordly.”  He gave her an assessing look, though, one that seemed guardedly pleased.  “How is it you knew?  The door of my forge is not even in sight of the path to my home.”
 
   “You had way too many metal things decorated to the nines for you not to be doing it yourself.”  She bit at her lip, then took the plunge and added, “Plus, you look like you’ve spent a little time swinging a hammer.”
 
   “Oh aye?”  He raised both arms and flexed them impressively, forcing Taryn to become hugely engrossed in the study of Aisling’s talons.  It didn’t help that the griffin did her goggling for her, even uttering a awe-struck, “Too-ra loo!”, which mimicked Taryn’s voice a little too well.  “A little time, aye,” Antilles concluded mildly, rubbing Aisling’s beak-feathers.  “Not so much as I would wish.  Tis a taxing work, of singular strain to the body, but it does dominate the mind so that no other thought may enter.  A hard-bought peace.”
 
   “Is there any other kind?” Taryn asked without thinking.
 
   He gave her a long, considering stare.  “Nay, come to that.  There is not.  Here, human.”  
 
   He stepped down off the bridge and came around to the bank of the river underneath, where the dark and the relative calm had encouraged a thick growth of tall reeds.  “This is soaproot,” he said, drawing his axe from his back-strap.  He knelt and hacked at the base of the plants, expertly pulling up a few long, tapered roots in only a few moments despite the gross ungainliness of his chosen tool.  He sheathed the weapon and came out into the light where Taryn waited, showing her the plant and then snapping it in half to display its thick, whitish sap.  “Tis best fresh, though winter is not the best season for it, but it can be kept a few days if pulped and wetted regularly.  Note the odor.”
 
   It would have been impossible not to note the horrible, acrid stench rising out of the milky sap, but Taryn nodded.
 
   “Good.”  He handed it and another unbroken root to her and tossed his horns at her expression of eye-watering repugnance.  “Keep hold of them,” he said, and moved on.
 
   He found them a path leading into the forest, neither toward his home nor to the ruined city, but just up and around toward the mountain in a leisurely looping way.  It was a comfortable walk, but not a very informative one.  He set a slow, strolling pace which enabled Taryn to set Aisling down and let him run around a little, but he made no effort to educate her on the trees they passed.  When she remarked on this, he reminded her that she didn’t spend a lot of time in the woods and so hardly needed to know.
 
   “What happened to your insidious plan to lure me in?” she asked.
 
   “You’re here, are you not?  Ah, there we are!”  He crooked a finger for her to follow and went on ahead out of the thinning forest and onto the stony mountain soil.  A number of low, thorny bushes were scattered up the slopes, growing in spidery sprays from only the barest covering of earth over rock.  Antilles plucked one up, shook its wispy roots free of dirt, and handed it to her.  “Scrulan,” he said.  “Keep hold of it.”
 
   “Sure, why not?” Taryn muttered, trying to find a way to hold them both without getting any of the awful soaproot sap on her skin or crushing the scrulan’s delicate leaves.  Antilles was already strolling away up the mountainside.  He wasn’t looking at her, but she was quite sure he knew what she was doing and he was smiling on the inside.
 
   It was a long hike.  Up and up and more up, with plenty of loose rock underfoot to keep things interesting and rough-hewn stairs that had been sized for a Cerosan’s legs and not hers.  Aisling wanted to be carried, which meant that Taryn had to hug her plants to her chest, the smell of soaproot burning her nostrils, while she struggled along in the minotaur’s wake.  It didn’t help that Aisling kept sneezing and giving the soaproot pointedly dirty looks every few seconds.
 
   But at last, and just when Taryn’s legs were ready to turn into oatmeal and drop away entirely, Antilles came to a high ledge and stopped.  He took Aisling out of her arms and stepped back, addressing himself politely to the griffin’s need for petting and ignoring Taryn’s rattling, exhausted gasps for air.  She staggered away from the stony path and collapsed on a boulder, letting her plants tumble to the ground between her feet as she fought to keep breathing.  In a moment, Aisling came to pounce on her sneaker, which meant that Antilles must have put him down, and sure enough, when she raised her head, the Cerosan was scraping together some dried bushes and deadfall.
 
   “What,” she panted, “are we…doing…here?”
 
   “Bathing.”
 
   That took a number of head-shakes and stares to sink all the way in, during which time Antilles very calmly rubbed a fire into life.  Taryn stared at the tiny ribbon of water that was trickling out of the mountain near the path, then at Antilles’s broad back (now he was tying some branches into a tripod and emptying his satchel of the few tins, traveling gear, and papers it carried), and even at Aisling, who didn’t care.  “We could have…bathed…at the river!” she protested.
 
   “Aye.”  He gathered up a half-dozen fist-sized rocks and put them into his cheerful little fire.
 
   “Why…here, you…sadistic…jerk?”
 
   “Jerk,” Aisling agreed, and bounded over to pounce on Antilles’s hoof.
 
   “For the view,” Antilles replied, and went to fill his satchel from the thread of mountain run-off.
 
   Taryn looked around.  Blue skies, streaked with silver and white, and a sun just beginning its westward settle, arced over a patchworked valley of green and gold.  The river and a thousand other threads of glittering water tied through this exquisite tapestry, until it blossomed into the vast lake, fathomless no longer, but clearly bordered.  She couldn’t see her tent, or any other inconsequential detail of mundanity, only the grandiose design that the gods themselves had wrought.  She saw the Valley of Hoof and Horn, and it was all unfurled and all at peace.
 
   Antilles was standing behind her with his arms folded and his head slightly angled.  He had hung his satchel of water next to the fire and added one of the rocks to it.  Now he was just watching her.
 
   “It’s a nice view,” she said.
 
   He inclined his head and drummed his fingers on one bicep, waiting.
 
   “I’m sorry I called you a sadistic jerk?” she guessed.
 
   “Ha.”  He tossed his horns triumphantly and came to get the plants he’d made her carry.  “This is best when done in a woven bundle,” he began, dropping to one knee.  “For certain, you can have one out of the Farasai on your next visit, but we shall make do without this once.  First, you pulp the soaproot—”  He pulled his axe and used the blunt side to beat the root against a rock, splitting it into a gooey mass of stringy fibers.  The stench this act released was saturant and nauseating beyond belief.  “—and then the scrulan.”  He tore the thin leaves with his fingers, then scooped up a glump of soaproot and rubbed them both briskly together.  The whitish mass of soaproot was slowly stained a pale green, and as this happened, the mephitic odor of the stuff was replaced with a much less-offensive astringency.  “And so!”  He caught her unexpectedly by the wrist and slapped the mixture into her palm.
 
   “Oh yuck,” Taryn said, enunciating very distinctly.
 
   He laughed at her, got up and went to change out the rocks in his satchel.
 
   Taryn sat there, watching goo slide between her fingers.  “How long am I supposed to sit here holding this stuff?” she called.
 
   “As long as it please you,” he replied, dipping his hands into the warming water and bringing it out in a splash over his chest.  His fingers, already saturated with soaproot and scrulan, went to work at once, lathering his fur.  
 
   Aisling took one look at this demonstration of good hygiene and sprinted for the safety of the nearest bushes.  Taryn shot him an envious stare and kicked out of her shoes.  She hesitated, then stood up and stripped off her shirt (a process made considerably more difficult by having one hand full of slime).  Antilles continued to ignore her in favor of scrubbing his own self.  Blushing down to her individual DNA strands, Taryn unzipped and peeled out of her jeans and then her panties.  Antilles never even looked around.
 
   And why should he, for Pete’s sake?  He’d been naked since the day she’d met him, did she really think he’d care?  
 
   Gosh, it was cold out here.  Hunching to try and hide the pebbly point of her nipples, Taryn sidled over to the fireside and got a little warm water on herself.  She was no stranger to bathing out of a bucket these days, but there was always a moment here at the start when Taryn had the same wistful thought of a forty-five minute shower or a luxuriant three-hour bath.  It was amazing how little water a person actually needed to get clean.  This little bit the satchel held, probably less than two gallons altogether, was more than enough to bathe both her and the hulking, fur-covered Cerosan.
 
   Who was looking at her out of the corner of his eye.
 
   Taryn ducked her head, hiding her immediate blush behind a fall of hair, her heart suddenly pounding behind her eyes.  Her hands kept moving, pauseless, efficiently rubbing lather down to her ankle and up again, making certain that no part of her thigh or hip was neglected.  Her skin felt very smooth to her, warm and slippery with soap.  Was he still watching?  She didn’t want to look and run the risk of meeting his gaze.  
 
   If she did look, and if he was watching, so what?  She was undoubtedly the first naked human he’d ever seen.  That had to result in a certain amount of natural interest now that he had one in front of him, but it didn’t mean anything.  
 
   After all, this was Arcadia.  The rules were different.  She couldn’t help but think of the Farasai; a whole lot of naked and not a lot of subtle were the hallmarks of this part of the world.  And if Antilles actually wanted…something, he’d probably just say so.
 
   She wanted something.  Why didn’t she just say so?
 
   Taryn’s mouth went dry.  She splashed water messily over herself and washed the soap away.  “Done,” she said, and turned around.
 
   “Oh aye?”  He straightened up and watched her go, looking surprised.  “Should you not wish to have your hair cleaned?”
 
   “Smoke is my friend, remember?”
 
   “For another time, aye, but you shall stay with me this night.”
 
   “I shall?”  Taryn blinked at him, feeling that damned blush creeping back in on her.  What had she just been thinking about how he’d just ask if he wanted something?  Hesitantly, she said, “It’s not that late.”
 
   “It will be by the time we manage our descent,” he pointed out.  “Come, Taryn, let me help you.”
 
   Oh sure, just go stand up real close next to the naked, wet minotaur.
 
   “I don’t…really need, um, help with—”
 
   “Come here, Taryn!” he snapped, and punched the fist of one hand into his hip.  His naked hip.
 
   She went and stood with head bent and cheeks burning as he heaped a few palmfuls of water onto her hair and started working the last of the slimy soap into it.  He grumbled under his breath as he did it, but she didn’t think any of it was in English, so she couldn’t feel that bad.
 
   “There,” he said curtly, and poured the rest of the hot water over her head in a single splash.  “Now stand where you are.”
 
   He stomped over to the little pile of possessions that had come out of his satchel and picked up a currying brush.  He fit this over his hand and came back, a steely glint in his eye.  
 
   “I can do that,” Taryn said.
 
   “Just be still.”  He turned her around and started brushing her hair.
 
   Since the bathing part was clearly done, Aisling finally emerged from his hiding place and came to watch.  The sight of Taryn being groomed like that apparently hit some deeply-rooted chord in the young griffin.  He circled them several times, his eyes staring and his feathers puffed fully out from his head, before finally lying down sphinx-style where he could watch.  There was an air of solemnity to Aisling’s expression that made it look like he was watching a punishment.  
 
   Taryn didn’t feel very much like she was being punished.  Despite her situation—standing before him with head bent, much like a small child being chided—the sensation of being brushed was an intensely appealing one.  One might even say erotic.  The little tugs and pangs as he sorted out her snarls were soon supplanted by long, slow passes of the brush that began at her scalp and traveled lazily all the way down to her hips.  She could feel the heat rising off his body, burning all along hers.  She could feel his breath blowing soft and steady on the back of her head.  His hands were sure and gentle and in no hurry to send her away now that her tangles were gone.  
 
   The thought came to her that this was not normal behavior for him.  Oh, sure, maybe he stepped out all the time with Tonka or whoever else it was that he chummed around with out here, and maybe they even topped off a hard day’s chumming with a dip in the river, but she doubted like hell that Antilles had ever offered to brush Tonka’s hair for him.  
 
   She wanted to turn around, to see the look in his eye and be sure about what he was feeling.  Failing that, she wanted to just ease back a step, to lean against his chest and see what he did next.  Or maybe just to reach up and take his hand, slip the brush from his fingers and guide him someplace else.  
 
   Wow, how had she ever thought it was cold out here?
 
   “There.”  One last slow, stroke with the brush and then Antilles moved back a step.  Only one.  He said nothing for a while, and Taryn stayed facing away from him as she patted down the slick length of her hair.  
 
   “Should I braid it?” she asked, and then wondered why on earth she was asking him.
 
   “Nay.  Leave it.”  He stirred and then added brusquely, “Or not, as you please.”  He stomped over to get the rest of his things and repack his satchel.  “You’ll want to be dressed again, I suppose.”
 
   “I thought about it.”
 
   He grunted, still busily packing.  He really didn’t have that many things.  “You’d best be about it, then.  The sun is sinking, and though the way down is fairer than the way up, ‘tis a perilous climb to make in the dark.”
 
   “Am I still going home with you tonight?”
 
   He paused and looked at her, his ears forward.  “Aye.”
 
   There was no ‘as you please’ tacked on the end of that, no invitation to debate.
 
   Taryn could feel a strange, fevered little smile twitching at her lips.  “‘Kay,” she said, and went to get dressed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   55.  Storytellers
 
    
 
   “Well, here we are again!”  Taryn set Aisling on the floor of Antilles’s cave and moved to the wide hearth, holding out her palms for heat.  “I see you left the homefires burning.”
 
   “It would take a terrible span of days to heat this room if I did not,” he replied, pouring a cup of mead for himself.  “But hear how warmly the mountain does receive your voice.  It had missed you, Taryn.”
 
   The smile that spread across her face seemed to begin somewhere in her heart.  Taryn blushed, hiding in the firelight, silently scolding herself for going so gushy over a little light flattery.
 
   Antilles stepped out of his hoof-caps and lay himself down in the furs that made his bed.  He stretched hugely and then made room for her, waving an invitation she was happy to receive.  She stepped into the deep fur, feeling the warmth and give of the layered pelts beneath her feet as she lowered herself.  
 
   “This is so much nicer than mine,” she remarked, stretching out with a few cozy wriggles.  “Nice and big.”
 
   Antilles grunted and looked away.  After a moment, he turned back with horns raised and good humor in his eyes.  “Shall we trade stories, you and I?”
 
   “I thought you’d never ask.  Ever since I spent the night last time, I’ve had one in mind.  I think you’ll like it.”
 
   “Aye?  Then I am certain to.”  Antilles began to settle himself, distracted once when Aisling leapt unexpectedly onto his stomach, but soon he lay back with the griffin trapped in his arms, his large hand working expertly at all the goody-spots on Aisling’s body.  “Storyteller, begin.”
 
   “All the world is made of earth and water and fire, and then there was Ireland, which is land surrounded by sea, and the fire was placed in her people, to burn in all our hearts.”  It was a damn good beginning, and Taryn enjoyed watching Antilles’s eyes spark with interest as he heard it.  “Many kinds of people lived in Ireland in the ages when gods still walked among them.  But the old gods slept and the people grew apart.”
 
   Antilles uttered a low, bullish rumble—a thunder of contentment—and then shifted in the bed so that he better faced her.
 
   “The island where my people came from had once been home to the Fair Folk, who were as treacherous as they were beautiful, but the Fair Folk had followed the gods into sleep, or so the men of Eire believed.  People still told their stories, but they stopped believing.  They knew that there were only Men on their world.  And then one day, a fisherman coming home from the sea spied the body of a woman on the rocks by his house.”
 
   “Was she winning?” Antilles asked.
 
   “Oh yes,” Taryn said with a smile.  “Very pale, but then, that’s nothing strange for the Irish, as I keep trying to tell you people.  But she was fair and slender and when our fisherman saw that she was breathing, he took her into his house.  He found no clue as to her identity, for nothing had washed up with her except an old sealskin.  So he made her warm and fed her and finally she began to respond.”
 
   “She woke to him?”  Antilles straightened slightly, his gaze intent.  “She woke from death to his nursing?”
 
   Taryn hesitated, unsure what hidden meanings would be inferred if she answered.
 
   “We Cerosan know this to be a sacred thing,” he told her, turning his attention back down to Aisling.  He tickled at the griffin’s hind paws and Aisling’s feathers came forward with a warble of sleepy delight.  Antilles tossed his horns gently, his voice wistful as he went on, “Death is no enemy to us, but a welcome friend at the end of what is often a difficult road.  It takes a powerful love to turn one from the Riverman.”  He met her eyes again.  “Did she wake to him?”
 
   Taryn nodded.  “And they did fall in love,” she said, and Antilles sighed and settled back, his eyes closing.  “The fisherman didn’t want to take advantage of her, but even after she was well, she didn’t seem to want to leave.  When he realized he’d won her heart, he asked her to marry him.”
 
   Antilles rumbled again, looking pleased.
 
   “She refused.”
 
   “Oh aye?”  Antilles looked at her hard, as if to gauge her honesty.  “Why?”
 
   “She wouldn’t give a reason, but she swore she loved him.  She didn’t want to leave, she said.  She wanted to be with him, but she wouldn’t marry him.”
 
   “Such arrangements,” Antilles said slowly, “were not viewed as honorable in ancient times, in your world.”
 
   “No, they weren’t.  And the fisherman was an honorable man who wanted to do right by the mysterious woman.  Every day, he asked her to marry him and she refused him.  Every night, she came to his bed and he refused her.  This went on for many days, and then one night, he gave in, and that was it.”
 
   “But they were happy.”
 
   “Yes, for many years.  She bore him twins in time, a son and a daughter.”
 
   “But happy tales do not stand the test of time,” he said, and met her eyes again.  “What happened?”
 
   “The twins became very ill,” Taryn said.  “And no amount of medicine or care could seem to help them.  Every day, they worsened, and the grieving father could not see that their mother grew increasingly despairing and sorrowful as well.  One day, he wakened to find them gone, all three of them.”
 
   Antilles only searched her eyes, silent.
 
   “The fisherman ran from the house, calling for his family, and there on the waves, he saw them—three seals, two small and one large.  They called to him in the way of seals, but with such an urgency that he had to stop and really see them.  And then he recognized them for his mate and their children.”
 
   “He recognized them?”
 
   “For some things,” Taryn said, “form doesn’t matter.  The fisherman dove into the sea, but he couldn’t reach them.  They swam away, and he was forced to return to his empty house.  For many years, he grieved.  And then one day, returning from a day of fishing, he saw the woman he loved waiting for him on the rocks by his house, wrapped in a sealskin.  She was as young and beautiful as he remembered.  She told him that she could not be happy without him.  Their children, who did not belong fully to his world, must remain with her people, but she would stay with him forever.  And he told her that his heart had been broken once already, and if she stayed, she would have to marry him.  With tears in her eyes, she told him she would.”
 
   Antilles faced the high ceiling again.  Aisling on his chest rose and fell with every steady breath, and his hands were gentle as they smoothed down the griffin’s fur.  He did not speak.
 
   “He took her to the church that day and then he took her home and loved her as husband and wife.  But that night, he was awakened by an eerie crying, and when he went outside, he found his wife standing on the shore, holding her sealskin in her arms as it turned to foam.  The waters were filled with the shapes of seals, crying to her and beckoning.  ‘Never,’ she said, over and over.  ‘I love him.  I will never regret.’”
 
   “How soon,” Antilles asked softly, “before she sickened?”
 
   “Not long,” Taryn said.  “And when he realized what he had done, the fisherman begged her to return to the sea.  But she only smiled and kissed him.  She had married him, she said.  The sea would not receive or renew her.  She had traded her immortal life for one precious year with him whom she loved.”
 
   “How his heart must have broken.”  Antilles never took his eyes from the ceiling.  His hand never stopped its slow stroking of Aisling’s fur.
 
   “When she died, he carried her to the water, and from the waves, a young man and woman—his children—came to take her home.  They could not speak or touch him, for their lives, half-mortal, were tenuous, but in their eyes, he saw they knew and loved him.  They touched their mother and her body became that of a seal, and they bore it away with them to the land of the selkies.”
 
   “What became of him who loved her?”
 
   “He married again, eventually.  And his children’s children’s children left Eire.  One of them was my mother’s mother, who told the tale to me.”
 
   “Thank you,” Antilles said seriously.  “It is a very good story, and a happy one, for all its pain, because it knew nothing but love.  There are selkies in the Western Sea,” he added.  “Will you go someday to see them?”
 
   She could not be entirely surprised, not lying here beside a minotaur.  “I’d like that, someday.”
 
   “I will take you.  When this one is grown.”  He rubbed at the feathers tufting around Aisling’s nubby horns.  “And I should like to see them take their human form and call you kin.”
 
   “So would I, but you know they probably won’t know me from Adam.”
 
   Aisling roused himself at last, crawling off Antilles’s chest and briefly butting heads with Taryn before finding himself a denning place beneath a chair.  Taryn stretched out a hand, but could only just graze her fingertips across the ends of his tail, and he whisked that up close against his flanks as soon as she did.
 
   “Shall I entertain you?” Antilles asked.  “I, too, have had a tale knocking at my lips since last we slept aside each other.”
 
   He began to relate it, and Taryn listened, recognizing the story of Prometheus expertly told, although it cast the hero’s role to a Cerosan called Faracles.  But in all other respects, the story was the same, from the daring invasion of the gods’ domain, to the theft of fire from the sun, right down to being chained to a rock while an eagle ate out his liver for all eternity.
 
   The coals were burning low and his shape was only dimly outlined in orange light when he finished.  Taryn applauded, sleepily brava-ing, and Antilles surprised her by sitting up for a half-bow.  When he lay back down again, his arm came around her head and shoulders, not quite touching her, but cupping her in an easy manner.  Cradling her, if only casually.
 
   “You have heard it said before, I think,” he said, his eyes sliding shut.
 
   “Read it in a book.  You tell it better.”
 
   “Do I?  Ah.  It is the pleasure of an audience, I think.  When I was very young and my clan still dwelled in the Valley, stories were all our entertainments.”
 
   “A lordly pursuit,” she agreed.
 
   He chuckled.  “Hardly, but then, if my father had a failing in his otherwise exemplary sense of moral refinement it lay where stories were concerned.  I hardly knew a night that he did not have a talesmith at the table.”  He stirred slightly.  “Did you know such moments before you came to my Valley?”
 
   “Storytelling?  No.  I lived alone.  I read a lot, that’s all.  When I wanted to go out with other people, I visited with my family or went dancing.”
 
   He didn’t answer, and Taryn had a moment to remember the last things she’d heard him say about a certain lady dancer.  Like the first breath of spring, he’d said.  Like the very act of love.
 
   She wasn’t embarrassed.  She supposed she should be, having brought that up, but she wasn’t.  And he didn’t seem to be, either.  He didn’t say anything, but there was nothing awkward about the way he continued to relax beside her, his arm resting around her.
 
   Taryn rolled toward him, letting her eyes travel along the shadowed outlines of his body.  She watched the steady rise and fall of his broad chest, watching shadows climb and ebb across his stomach and sides.  Then she put out her hand and touched him, her fingers reaching through soft fur to feel his heat and the stability of his muscled form.  A working bull’s body, that was for sure.  These were arms that worked an anvil.
 
   The fire popped once and the light dimmed dramatically.  She couldn’t make out more than just a pale ghost of her hand disappearing into the shadows of his dark fur and the faint gleam of his eyes as he watched her.  She could feel his heart beating under her open palm.  She could feel the weight of his breath pushing her hand up and down.  He didn’t speak.  Neither did she.
 
   She didn’t think about what she was doing.  She didn’t feel the need.  The rightness of him was so undeniable as to remove all need for debate and worry and planning.  She wanted to touch him and he felt so good, that was all that mattered.  She drew her hand down, feeling the broad plane of his chest roll into the many foothills of his stomach.  Her fingertips slipped into the vertical line of navel and then out again.  She felt the muscles of his lower abdomen tighten up and she paused there, feeling them.
 
   “Do you want me to stop?” she asked.
 
   The coals measured out time in whispers.
 
   “I do not.”  His voice was hoarse, scarcely more than a breath.  “And that is why you must.”
 
   “Okay.”  She pulled her hand away and turned onto her other side, away from him.  The arm that had draped the bedding around her withdrew.  She closed her eyes and tried to find sleep.  She still felt calm, but there was a part of her that regretted what she’d done.  He was her friend.  There were some things a friend just should not do.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   56.  The Tower Bedroom
 
    
 
   She dreamed of a tower and herself in the topmost chamber.  The only furniture in the room was a wide bed with a silken canopy, but there were marble halls, crystal torches, gold-gilt mirrors and hanging curtains on every side of her; everything a jewelbox and herself the priceless treasure it protected.  She wore a gown of deep, midnight blue, the bodice breathlessly tight where it shouldn’t be and scarcely there where it should.  Her breasts were pressed into creamy swells beneath a spiderweb arrangement of diamond strands, so that she shimmered with every breath.  Her hair was pinned up, finely arranged beneath a delicate crown.
 
   There was a window, only one, and she looked out and saw a tapestry of green and gold stretching out forever.  Arcadia in summertime, she knew.  The Valley of Hoof and Horn laid out for the inspection of its possessor.  This palace grew out of the mountains, probably near to where Antilles lived now, and her heart beat a little faster when she heard footsteps behind her.  Despite the bruising grip of her bodice, this would be a pretty nice dream if she turned around and saw Antilles.
 
   So she turned, a smile of welcome already on her lips, and there was the magus.
 
   No more homespun for him; he wore robes of violet and gold, and his handsome face was capped with a jeweled crown.  He wasn’t just the lord of this valley in her dream.  He was its King.
 
   The magus didn’t speak.  He came to her in bold strides and slipped his hands around her waist, pulling her to meet his mouth in a conqueror’s kiss.  It was a dream, all right, because despite the surprise that flared in more lucid mind, she immediately returned the embrace.  Her lips accepted his crushing assault, opened to it, welcomed his thrusting tongue and forceful breath.  She had no control.  She was a bystander in this body, forced to feel its arousal even as her true self recoiled, bemused.
 
   The magus?  Why the magus?  Probably just because he was human and her subconscious was toying with an Adam and Eve theme.  But gosh, how creepy.
 
   Worse than creepy.  There was something actually repellant about his touch, something disturbingly familiar.  It made the ardor with which she received him that much more shocking.  She didn’t want this, but she couldn’t stop him and she couldn’t even express the slightest unease.
 
   His hands stroked through the threads of diamonds to seize her breasts, squeezing hard enough to bring a gasp from her lips.  She wanted it to be a gasp of pain, but the way in which she arched into his palms made it clear it was supposed to be a gasp of passion.  His thumbs rolled and pinched her nipples erect and he drew back to admire them hungrily before one curt yank ripped the bodice open.
 
   Taryn sucked in her first non-constrictive breath since the dream began and let it out in her only voluntary act since the magus’s arrival, laughing with delight.  He looked startled for a second, and then hesitantly pleased, but when he advanced to explore the spoils of his plunders, she stepped back.  A scowl crashed over his features and in the next moment, Taryn found herself cupping her own breasts, offering them with a coy smile she couldn’t believe she was making.  The magus pulled her roughly to him, ravishing one in his mouth.  She felt his tongue rubbing over her nipple and moaned, wishing the sound held even a fraction of the repulsion that inspired it.  Then he sucked the tender bud between his teeth and bit, sending a bright bolt of pain straight down her spine.
 
   Taryn’s mind was reeling even as her fingers clutched the magus’s head more firmly to her savaged breast.  She was supposed to be overcome with desire, but he was making absolutely no effort to give her pleasure.  He was taking, everything he did purely for his own enjoyment.  She felt like the poster in a horny teenager’s bedroom.  She wasn’t a partner.  She was the pin-up he was masturbating to.  Why was this her dream?
 
   “Oh, master!” she heard herself groan.  “My lord, oh, you melt in me so!”
 
   You what now?
 
   Suddenly, Taryn was dropping to her knees in a billow of skirts, reaching with trembling hands to massage the magus’s groin through his equally voluminous robes.  “Oh my master, torment me not!” she begged him.  “Let me please you!”
 
   Taryn’s stomach clenched into an icy fist and the silent watcher riding this dream out tried for the first time to really wake up.  She could actually feel herself struggling, like a wild bird in a box, and she could feel the hand holding this prison firmly in place around her.  Just for an instant, she was aware of a consciousness, of a piercing and lidless stare pressing on every side, and then the moment shattered apart like cheap glass and she was back on her knees.
 
   She watched dazedly as the magus opened his robes, revealing the broad stripe of his naked body from neck to knees.  She couldn’t immediately react, couldn’t quite remember where she was.  She watched her hand rise and grasp the thick flesh of his pale penis and it was like watching a marionette move on strings.  Then understanding came flooding back to her and she remembered that she wanted him.  Desperately.  Her lord.  Her master.  Her king.
 
   Taryn opened her mouth, wondered remotely why part of her was screaming, and sucked at the head of his rising member.  Her tongue traced loving patterns over his sensitive glans as her hand gently stroked him.  Soon she was bobbing languidly up and down his shaft, taking more and more of his length until her lips were pressed to his hips and he fully possessed her throat.  She gazed up at him in rapt worship and he stared down at her.  He wanted to see her eyes, she knew.  He wanted to see her face when he came in her.  
 
   And so she wanted to show him.  She sucked at him, milking him faster and faster, her hands clutching at his buttocks, urging him to thrust harder.  She wanted him to take her, wanted to feel him bruising at the back of her throat, robbing her of breath.  She wanted the musky, gagging bar of him sunk in her, piercing her.  She wanted to feel this spastic tightening and take the wet stream of his cum as it poured over her tongue.  And most of all, she wanted him to see her gazing gratitude as she swallowed and sucked him clean.
 
   “Tell me your name,” he said, his hands resting in her hair.  “All the name your mother gave you.”
 
   “Call me by any name,” she answered adoringly, and kissed his flaccid member with hungry need.
 
   She felt something slip, adjust, and grip again.  She drew back, suddenly gagging on his flesh, and stared at the penis that hung before her face, still gleaming with her own spit.  What in the hell?!
 
   “Tell me your name,” the magus urged, pulling her to her feet.  “Tell me all your name and let us end this dream!”
 
   She stared at him.
 
   “I want to revel in your reality,” the magus murmured.  His eyes raked down her body, his lips peeling away from his teeth in wolfish frustration.  He seized the skirts that hung from her hips and ripped them so that they spilled around her feet, opening like the petals of a flower.  Now she was entirely naked for him, but it was a sullen glare that admired her.  “I am growing tired of only dreams.”
 
   ‘It’s no picnic for me, either, pal,’ she thought, but all her mouth could say was, “Master?”
 
   The magus pressed the fingertips of one hand to her forehead.  “Touch yourself,” he commanded.  “Cum for me, Taryn.”  He stepped back, folding his arms to watch over her with a brooding eye.
 
   Taryn displayed herself before him, caressing longingly at her breasts as the fingers of one hand played at her secret parts.  She stroked herself, traced and teased her innermost folds until dew formed on her fingertips.  She closed her eyes, beginning to enjoy herself at last, losing herself in the sensual bliss of her own devising.  These touches were old friends to her; she traveled through them on familiar paths and came quickly to a shuddering orgasm that painted her thighs.  Her nerves thus awakened, Taryn’s hand slowed to tranquil passes, keeping herself in that golden haze.  The dream could be nicely vivid as well as creepy, it seemed, and perhaps when she opened her eyes, the Sandman would have replaced the magus with someone nicer…Antilles, maybe.  She felt a second, pleasant shiver run through her at the thought, felt a smile draw out her shortening breath into laughter.
 
   “My wanton little virgin.”
 
   Nope, still the magus.  His hand threaded through hers, sharing the damp of her passion.  He rubbed with her, then pulled her roughly against him so that he could breathe into her mouth as he fondled her sex.  His kisses were loathsome, but she was powerless to refuse them.  “Tell me your name and you can have me.”
 
   Like that was such a great incentive.  Taryn turned her face away.
 
   The magus blew out a curt sigh and gave her a push.  Her knees bumped the bed and she fell backwards into satin.  He advanced on her, shedding his robes and flinging his crown aside with an expression of grim enjoyment—the look of a man who wants to stop smoking and yet still finds himself lighting up that damn cigarette.
 
   “Pointless,” he said, gripping her thighs and yanking her to him.  “Utterly, foolishly pointless!”  He seized her hips to tilt them up and suddenly was inside her, a sensation so fundamentally alien to her that Taryn had difficulty feeling it at all.  The magus didn’t appear to have the same problem.  He groaned from the soles of his feet, his eyes shut tight, rocking atop her in hard, tight rhythm.  “I!  Am tired!  Of dreams!”
 
   But was this one?  Suddenly, Taryn wasn’t so sure.  A lot of disturbing details were adding themselves together in the back of her mind—she knew she was dreaming, she couldn’t move or talk, she called him master and lord, she couldn’t taste him, she hadn’t appeared to have a hymen when he penetrated her, she could barely feel him in her—growing and darkening like thunderswells before a storm.  And he was a wizard, wasn’t he?  He was a wizard and he kept asking for her name.
 
   Taryn felt it again, that double-exposure of senses, the feeling that this opulent room and everything about it was just a thin veneer over a blank box.  Only she felt real. Even the man pushing in and out of her seemed to fade a little bit, as false as the marble halls he’d surrounded her with.
 
   She looked at him, at the flushed and strained face driving back and forth above her.  She said, “This isn’t really happening, is it?”
 
   His eyes snapped open.  They were blazing, literally, tinting his cheeks with white light.
 
   She tipped her head to one side, faintly annoyed.  “It isn’t,” she said.  “I’m sound asleep, and you’re…you’re sitting somewhere whacking off, aren’t you?”
 
   The look of guilty shock that bloomed on his face was priceless.  Taryn put her hand on his chest and pushed.  She moved him back and into the air easily, as easily as if he were made of paper.  Which, in a sense, she supposed he was. 
 
   “This is my dream,” she said indignantly, as though scolding him for snacking between meals.  “And I don’t want to be dreaming of you.  Go away now.  Shoo.”
 
   His mouth opened.  Distantly, she heard some incoherent cry of rage, but it was no louder and no more significant than a sigh.  He blew away, smudging out into pale mist and then was gone.  The marble walls and palatial trappings went with him.  Taryn sat in the black box of her empty dream and finally lay down again.  She rolled over, closed her eyes, and fell through into another place.  
 
   This time, there was Antilles.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   57.  A Payment of Flesh
 
    
 
   Taryn came out of sleep gradually to the agreeable sensation of having her arm petted.  And long, slow, sensuous strokes they were, performed by a nicely-leathered hand.  Someone was playing with her hair as well, lifting it and letting it fall in much the same lazy fashion.
 
   She was content to drowse there, feeling these affectionate touches without thinking too much about where they were coming from.  But sleep was going out from her like a tide and as wakefulness came in, clarity came with it.  She discovered she was not just lying there in Antilles’s bed, she was actually snuggled up against him.  Her cheek was pillowed on his warm chest and her arm thrown around his waist.  That was the arm being petted, and that being the case, she was pretty sure she knew who was petting her.
 
   She smiled and the hands abruptly stilled and then removed themselves from her person.  She raised her head from his chest and looked into his face, stern as only a bull’s could be.  “Your fur is all poofy again,” she informed him.
 
   He struggled to hold onto his impassive expression and finally gave up and tossed his horns.  “And you are sorely disheveled.”
 
   “Winsomely,” she corrected.  “Winsomely disheveled, I believe you meant to say.”  She dropped her head back atop his chest and listened for the beating of his heart.  Her arm continued to lie draped across his flat stomach.  She remembered with sleepy pleasure the feel of his fur under her hand as she’d traveled that intriguing terrain.
 
   Oh gosh, she’d actually done that, hadn’t she?  And she’d have done a lot more if he’d let her.  And here she was, cuddling with him even though she knew how he felt.
 
   But hang on, did a man who wasn’t interested really play with the hair of his sleeping bed-partner?  She didn’t think so.  And besides, he hadn’t said he wasn’t interested.  In point of fact, he’d  said—
 
   He’d said stop.  And she had to respect that.
 
   Taryn sighed and rolled over, away from the warmth and wonderful solidity of him.  “I’m making you uncomfortable,” she said.  “I’m sorry.  I guess I’ve been alone too long.  I’ve thrown out all my manners.”
 
   “Perhaps I have been alone too long,” Antilles replied in a low, musing tone.  “I was not uncomfortable.”  He pushed himself up and stepped out of the bed, going to open the door for Aisling’s morning constitutional.
 
   Well, here she was, back in Antilles’s cavern at the start of a brand new day.  She wondered what she’d ought to do with it.  If she hung around here too long, she knew she’d only say something embarrassing to both of them.  They were just starting to feel like real friends.  She needed not to complicate that.
 
   “So.”  Antilles left his door open against Aisling’s eventual return and came to stir up a fire for tea.  “What will you with this grand day?”
 
   She thought about it and shrugged.  “I’ve got plenty I could be doing, that’s for sure.  I’ll just have to pick something.  Insulate my potatoes against the frost, I suppose, and after that…I guess I’ll start shelling my tent.”
 
   He eyed her as he placed a round, flat pan on the coals—a griddle as black and shiny as a seal’s eye—and said, “I do not know the term.”
 
   “I need to build a sturdier frame around my tent and cover it over with branches so it doesn’t collapse under the weight of the snow.  Hopefully, it’ll act as a little extra insulation too.”
 
   “Ah.”  He kept staring for a second more, a frown growing on him.  “For that, I would expect you require an axe.”
 
   “I have one.”
 
   “Aye?”  He showed surprise for an instant, swiftly followed by profound concern.  “You mean to say you have chipped a sharp stone.  Nay, Taryn, you require an axe.”  He rose and reached one down from his wall.  A little one, hardly a hatchet in his great hand, with a twin head of fat, batwing blades.  He held it out to her.
 
   She didn’t take it.  “I can’t accept that, Tilly.  I can’t pay for it.  And I have an axe.”  She smiled to show him how confident she was in her stone-knapping abilities.
 
   Antilles growled, a sound better befitting a bear than a bull, and came at her with horns low and wickedly gleaming.  He seized her by her belt loops, hauled her bodily to her feet and thrust the short haft of the baby bipennis under the waist of her jeans.  “One day,” he said, curtly releasing her, “and I pray it will be soon, you will learn to obey my will without this constant crossing of it.”
 
   His irritation was lemon juice in the open wound of destitution.  She yanked the axe back out, her cheeks burning with humiliation.  “Do you have any idea what it feels like to go from being self-sufficient to being a…a beggar in some foreign country?” she demanded.
 
   “I do not.  Nor do I care.  I reserve my caring for the bodies of those under my protection, not for their feelings.  You—”  He raised his hand, but paused before thumping her in the chest.  He pointed at her face instead.  “You are never going to see out the winter if you are not better shored against it.  That is fact, human, and the sooner you accept it and the aids offered you, the better.  If you allow your stubbornness to have sway over your actions, you will kill yourself and your griffin.”
 
   Taryn opened her mouth and, to her horror, burst into tears.  
 
   Antilles didn’t exactly leap away, but he stepped back in a hurry, his eyes wide.  Aisling came on the run, skidded to a stop as he stared at her, and then whipped around and attacked Antilles’s left hoof.
 
   He must have gotten in a good bite too, because Antilles let out a bellow and staggered back, making an obvious attempt to keep his balance without kicking a griffin across the room.  And Aisling, her fierce prince, Aisling was just as vicious as an otter, snapping and grappling and bristling as he savaged the ankle of a Cerosan easily fifty times his size.
 
   Taryn giggled through her tears, earning her dumbfounded looks from both of them, and that was even funnier, seeing as Aisling was giving her his with a mouthful of minotaur.  She giggled again, sniffling, and succeeded in knuckling her eyes dry.
 
   “Your water is boiling,” she said.
 
   Antilles glanced toward the hearth, then looked back at her.  He didn’t move.
 
   “You’re right, of course.”  She sat down, set his axe on the table and held out her arms to Aisling, who spat out his victim and came at full gallop.  He climbed her arms as she lifted him, snapping his beak anxiously to reach her face and preen her hair.  She suffered his frantic attentions in silence for a while, then put him down and rubbed his feathers for a final consolation.  “You’re right, but you know, when you haven’t got anything else, stubbornness can be a big comfort.  And as long as I could do things for myself, even if they weren’t as nicely done as the way you and Tonka do things, I could tell myself that this was really going to work.  I don’t need to be told how pathetic I am.  I’m trying to settle down on another world at the head of winter with nothing but what I could carry in a backpack, okay, I know I’m unprepared!  I don’t need to keep hearing it.  I’m already scared to death.”
 
   Antilles looked away, made an uncomfortable throat-clearing sound, and moved to take the water off the fire.  He poured it into cups and added tea.
 
   “All I want to do is earn my way,” she said.  “If you’re going to give me things, at least let me pay for them.”  Tears threatened again and she swiped them back.  “But I don’t have anything else to give you, so just…just leave me alone right now, okay?  Let me do this—”
 
   “Or die trying?”  He shook his head.  “Nay, lady, I will not.”
 
   She sighed and stared at the axe on the table.  It did look very sharp and the edge was certain to hold a lot longer than her stupid rock tied to its stupid branch that had taken eight whole stupid hours to make.
 
   The sound of fat sizzling permeated her thoughts.  He was scooping powders out of tins into a bowl and mixing water in to make batter.  He poured it out in recognizably round flapjacks, and the sight depressed her more than anything he could have said.  He was cooking for her, feeding his poor, starving human again.  She blocked out the sight with the heels of her hands and tried not to start crying again.  Aisling was unnerved enough.
 
   “There are more ways than one to make payments here,” Antilles said suddenly.
 
   Taryn took her hands away from her eyes and stared straight ahead for a long time before turning around to look at him.  His back was to her, his face lost to sight.  He gave her nothing to read, but that just couldn’t mean what…what in theory it could have meant.
 
   “My obligations to my holdings and its people occupy much of my time.  My own needs are oft little met.”
 
   Oh God, it was what that meant.
 
   “If you would pay for that tool,” he said, and rose to face her.  “I would accept a price of flesh.”
 
   She felt her lips parting in a slack-jawed stare.  Last night, she’d all but thrown herself at him and he’d turned her down.  This morning, he was extorting her.
 
   “One pheasant, let us say, delivered fresh-killed until some…”  He assessed the axe with a critical eye.  “Some thirty are given.”
 
   “Pheasant,” Taryn echoed, flames rising in her cheeks.  
 
   “I would be equally amenable to sungura, to hoppers, as you call them,” he said.  “Or to fish, for as long as they last out, given that two exchange for one pheasant.  Unless, I suppose, you manage a kingswimmer, which is not likely given your method of capture.”  He extended his hand, looking pleased with himself.  “Shall we be agreed?”
 
   “Agreed,” Taryn said faintly, and clasped his wrist.  She hadn’t been the least bit outraged when she thought he’d been making an indecent proposal, not the least little bit.  Stunned, yes, and confused as all heck, but not even a tad upset.  She didn’t even know whether she felt more relieved than disappointed now that she knew what he’d really been angling for, but she sure felt like an ass.
 
   “Flesh,” Antilles said, his chest swelling with obvious satisfaction at this arrangement.  “It has been an extravagance for me these many years.  I anticipate a winter spent well-spoiled by luxury.”  He knelt down to turn the flapjacks.
 
   Taryn took her seat again, hiding her blush beneath her hands and staring intently at the tabletop.
 
   And her ex-boyfriends all thought she was frigid.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   58.  The Lord’s Protected
 
    
 
   The wind was blowing hard over the plains, and bringing with it the good smells of dying leaves, future snows, and of course, smoke from the human’s fire.  Tonka breathed it all in, smiling as he ran.  It was beginning to feel strange to come so far into this stretch of the land and not turn aside to visit with her, and that made his smile even broader.  Perhaps when his business with his lord was done, he would look in on his kinswoman, but perhaps not.  His lord would not send for him unless the need were urgent.
 
   But Antilles was not on the bridge, where he was most apt to wait after locating a scout to carry his requests.  Tonka was obliged to continue on, through the woods and up the mountain to the cavern where his lord lived out his exile.  The autumn was telling on more than just the wind; blurring shapes of grey over more grey stone provided Tonka with fleeting glimpses of sangura foraging for their winter sleep, and provided him too with more Taryn-thoughts and broad smiles.  Hoppers, she called them, and the mountain-dwelling kinds of them, rock-hoppers.  She named everything she saw, named them with that preponderance of conceit that was so human, and that complete lack of vanity that was so Taryn.  More and more of his tribesmen were calling the beasts ‘hoppers’, Tonka among them.
 
   He shook his head as he climbed the steep path.  He would see her, he decided.  And regardless of his mood when he left his lord’s company, he was sure that it would be improved by a short stay at the human’s humble camp.  She would give him tea and welcome him with tales extolling her foundling’s growth and health, and he would listen and take a kinsman’s kiss and remember as he did, as he would remember all the days of his life, that this fine life was the same he had once wished to end, because he would rather have her dead than honest.
 
   Antilles was on the overlook, comfortably hunkered against the wind, and he did not rise when Tonka joined him.  “Chieftain,” he said.
 
   “Great lord.”  Tonka scanned the plains below.  Taryn’s tent lay under a thin cover of smoke.  He could not make her out at this distance, although he could see that his friend did and was intently watching her at her labors.
 
   No words were spoken for a long time.  Tonka waited, easy in this silence, easy in this company.  At length, Taryn must have passed into her tent or her nearby wooded place, for Antilles shook himself alert and rose, all his attention now for Tonka.
 
   “What will, my lord?” the horseman said.
 
   Antilles frowned and stared hard to the west.  One hand half-raised, clenched, and lowered.  “The wizard has seen her.”
 
   “Aye.”  A cloud, thin as the smoke that hazed over Taryn’s tent, settled onto Tonka’s heart.  “Seen her, and by all accounts, done some ill to her, although precisely what I cannot say.”
 
   “And yet, he has not seized her.”  
 
   “Tis not for lack of trying.”  Tonka raised a hand to grip at the haft of his runka, though he did not draw it.  “Morathi tells me the wizard is calling her, always calling her.”
 
   “But she does not go.”
 
   “You may stand against the flow of the river easily enough,” Tonka said, and shrugged.  “But you can as easily see the deep cuts the same river has made in the hardest stone…over time.  And she does go, my lord, or at least, she has often enough set out in that direction.  My scouts stop her when they see her, and of course, I do send kin to hold her in her camp.”
 
   “Aye.”  Antilles glanced down once more, no doubt looking over the horseman keeping company with Taryn today.  He rubbed at his muzzle, scraping at the ground distractedly with one hoof.  “And yet I will not believe for one moment that that evil creature shall let her be.”
 
   “Nay.”  That cloud on Tonka’s heart thickened, but there was one flickering sliver of light and he gave it voice now.  “Perhaps…she is in some way defended.  She came through the Wyvern’s Wood, thus she cannot be entirely helpless.”
 
   Antilles was already shaking his head.  “The Pathfinder she calls Romany brought her to the edge of the wood.  She never knew the dangers therein.”
 
   “She slept within the Standing Stones.”
 
   The lord of the Valley blew out a coarse, frustrated gust of air and scowled.  “Aye, she did.  And emerged in the morning, and the gods alone know how she managed that, for the hungry things that den there would seem to have left no mark on her.  But she is no wizard, and neither is she warded against their power.  And there is one who has had her in his grasp and who is surely wanting her again.”  That hand rose and clenched again.
 
   Tonka could feel himself wanting to stamp.  “You have forbidden her to meet with him.”
 
   Antilles’s steely eyes rolled skyward, trading the stark light of fury for humor.  “Aye, well, I could forbid that one a thousand things and she would march out on her own merits even so.  Willful, arrogant human.”
 
   “Then tell her plainly you are her lord.”
 
   “I have done.”
 
   Tonka drew back, puzzled.  “Then she will obey, surely,” he said.
 
   “Ha!”  Antilles threw back his head and boomed black laughter down at Taryn’s tent.  “Nay, if I ordered her as lord to breathe, she would drop blue-faced and defiant at my hooves!  Self-willed, stubborn little…arrogant human!”
 
   “Then tell her instead what the wizard has done.  Let her come to her own conclusions.  Her mind is a ready one.  She will surely see your reasoning when she knows him for the monster he is.”
 
   Antilles was quiet, considering this, his eyes once more growing distant.  Tonka could see his lord’s gaze tracking something far below.  Taryn, returned.  Antilles scowled, watching her.  “Nay,” he said finally.
 
   “You think she would not believe you?”
 
   “I think that she would.  And then I think she would take up arms and seek the wizard out to defend her damned griffin.”
 
   Tonka’s heart sank yet further, recognizing the truth in this.  “She has no weapon,” he said weakly.
 
   “Aye, I know it.  And it would not sway her.  She would go, aye, and cast her fool stones at the creature that devastated Dis.”
 
   A lengthy silence followed this grim declaration.  Antilles sank slowly down to one knee, his hand reflexively clenching over and over.
 
   “What is your will, my lord?” Tonka asked at length.
 
   Antilles cursed, then sighed, then finally looked up.  “Say nothing of the wizard, nor of the harm he has done.  And be vigilant.  If the little fool will bring no defenses with her, then we shall become her defenses.”
 
   As if they could stand against the wizard.
 
   Tonka bent his head anyway.  “Aye, lord.”
 
   Antilles waved one hand, dismissing him without looking away from his frowning study of Taryn’s encampment.  The chieftain of kraal-Rucombe turned to go, but had taken only a single step before Antilles spoke again, this time with uncharacteristic awkwardness.  “She is… remarkable…isn’t she?”
 
   Tonka paused, glancing back over his shoulder.  His lord was still staring down into the plains, still brooding.  “Aye,” he said softly.
 
   “She…She’s made me somewhat fond of her.”
 
   Tonka’s tail flicked.  “Aye,” he said again.
 
   Antilles scowled even harder.  “That greatly annoys me,” he said.  And stood up and left the overlook.
 
   Tonka watched him go, one corner of his mouth rising by slow degrees until he heard the slamming of the great stone door.  Shaking his head, he continued along the path down the mountain and onward to visit with his kinswoman.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   59.  A Wizard’s Patience
 
    
 
   The wizard stood in the open doorway of his cabin, looking out into the silent wood that enveloped him.  He was waiting for his cat to come in from hunting, and some of his thoughts were indeed concerned with the discomforts of his body rather than the frustrations of the task with which he had set himself.  He had not eaten in days.  Not since Taryn’s touching gift of pheasant, come to think of it, although he’d had her back several times between then and now, to mine her sweet body of all there was of value.
 
   Taryn.  He had been casting for her ceaselessly since he’d laid the wizard’s clay into her, forgoing sleep, forgoing food, forgoing every kind of petty distraction.  He had worn himself to his very limits, but now he had to rest.  He could not continue this relentless assault.  Not without running the serious risk of losing his temper.
 
   Where was she?  He knew she could hear him.  He knew she wanted to obey.  Why was she not coming?
 
   The wizard stilled his thoughts and pushed out from his physical self, following the beacon of the Augment he’d placed in her, but he stopped well back from her encampment and retreated mere moments later.  She was not alone.  She seldom was these days, and that was an irritant in itself, but today her guest was the hell-damned witch of the horse-tribe, and the wizard did not dare to approach in this vulnerable form.  The old witch was not the most powerful of his kind, but it did not take much power to inflict crippling harm upon an unprotected and incorporeal manifestation of the wizard’s self.
 
   Ah, but the qualifying word was ‘old’.  The magic of the Farasai did not prolong life, and that one had already lived out more years than any horseman had a right to expect.  His power may not be weakened for it, but his old heart surely was.  The wizard had only to wait.
 
   The wizard had little experience or cause to concern himself with patience, but that was not to say that he could not see the importance of its employ at times.  He understood that his prey was at a delicate stage, but she was also infuriatingly well-guarded by the beasts of the Valley.  He suspected that his Taryn had in fact set out to come to him on several occasions and been deliberately intercepted by the horsemen.  And if that turned out to be the case, may their crippled gods help them, for once the wizard had his Taryn firmly enthralled and no longer required the aids of subtlety and deceit to keep her, he would see such insolent disregard for his dominion answered the way that he had answered the city of Dis.
 
   But not now.  Not yet.  The horsemen were not the Cerosan.  The horsemen had magi among them, and while none of those could possibly compare with any son of Mab’s, neither were they to be dismissed out of hand.  After all, the sting of one fly was of no consequence until it stung the throat just so.
 
   Or until there were many flies stinging all at once.
 
   So he would endure the insult of their suspected defiance for now.  The wizard was confident in his power, but there was nothing to gain by acting recklessly.  Not if, by the exercise of a little patience, he could have the prize painlessly.
 
   And soon, he hoped.  To be sure, he had nearly exhausted the fruits of her unharvested virginity and he was eager for that last, sweet bite.  But there was a practical aspect to his desire for her, as well.  Winter was coming.  He wanted a creature who could keep him more reliably fed during the lean months than his mindless cat.  One who could go out to fetch firewood instead of forcing him to expend the extra energies on generating magical flame.  One who could tidy up, and who perhaps would do so without needing constant supervision and commands.  One who could open her own doors.
 
   And here came his cat at last, back through the trees.  Her mouth, chin, and breasts were smeared with blood, and a mangled portion of viscera dangled uncaringly from one hand—his dinner.  The cat’s tail was lashing, and her eyes were hooded and sullen.  She would be difficult to control tonight.  It was just as well that he would not be engaged in spellcraft.  He needed to give her some attention before she turned surly and started destroying things.  
 
   Well.  Surlier.  By all the secret names of Hell, he’d come to hate cats.
 
   “Taryn,” the wizard sighed, moving aside to let his cat enter.  “You had best be at the knife’s edge of surrender, and you had best be worth the time and effort it’s taken to put you there.”  But he was smiling when he said it.  If she could be taught to cook and clean as speedily as she’d been taught to pleasure him, then she would be a matchless companion.  And who knew?  Perhaps she could also sing or dance.
 
   Well, he’d find out for himself soon enough.  Until then, he would be cautious as he drew her in.  He would be careful with that clever mind, that delectable body, and of course, with that priceless little griffin.  He would have her for all his own, but for now, he had to be patient.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   60.  Letters From Arcadia
 
    
 
   Dear Mom and Dad and Rhiannon,
 
   Here I am getting caught up on my letter-writing.  I wish I could say I was working so hard the thought of letters never entered my mind.  I wasn’t.  Quite the social butterfly is your girl Taryn, but I think I’ve got all that homesick-and-lonely worked out of my system now.  Tonka or some of the other Farasai (did I tell you I was made an honorary member of the tribe?  I was made an honorary member of the tribe.) come by almost every day to escort me on a little walk around the Valley, and every now and then, Tilly wanders by to have tea and share a dinner.  I’m not sure, but I think we may have even gone on a date, although I know we can’t exactly take it any further than that.  For a variety of reasons, not the least of which is that he’s kinda sorta the king and I’m the helpless little American lady living in a tent on his property.
 
   The tea here is actually incredibly good, and Tilly’s blend is my favorite.  It’s sweet and dark and good as a whole bottle of No-Doze.  Unfortunately, being as it’s coming on to winter here, I have to drink needle tea (mmm, vitamin C!) most of the time, and it’s pretty bitter.  
 
   I have enclosed some seed roots of the tea plants in Tilly’s blend for Dad’s herb garden.  He says he uses equal parts of all of them, so assuming you can get them to grow at all, you can all kick back on the porch this summer, drink tea and think of me kicking back by the river drinking tea.  
 
   Incidentally, I had to swear the solemnest oath I know—to be pecked to death by killer snipes—to get Tilly to release those roots, so please, Dad, keep them to yourself.  These guys are tremendously paranoid about people tromping in here, burning their crops and slaughtering people to find the herbal equivalent of the fountain of youth.  It’s happened before and not too long ago, so if it cures cancer, no one here wants to know about it.  I assured Tilly as to your honorable intentions for tea, and he’s chosen to believe me.  So no pressure or anything, but this is probably the first time he’s even trusted anyone he hasn’t met.  Be good to that tea, Dad, and keep it under wraps.
 
   T.
 
    
 
   Dear Granna Birgit,
 
   I know Mom and Dad have been bringing you the letters I write, but I wanted to send one out that was just for you, to let you know I was thinking of you and to send you all my ‘get well’ wishes and stuff.
 
   I just got the sweater you sent!  Thanks so much!  I’m the envy of everyone who sees it!  Well, actually, since no one else who’s seen it wears clothes, I’m not sure if they really envy me or not, but they’re all incredibly impressed by your knitting.  The Farasai have to have sheep somewhere, because they have a lot of horse blankets made out of wool, but knitting is apparently a new thing and nobody wears clothes.  Still, I’m grateful for it.  It’s been getting colder every day, it seems, and I know I’m going to see some snow before too terribly long.  The last time I had visitors, I asked if they ever got cold.  The answer I got was this long, convoluted and tremendously funny story about some girl named Hilf and how she draped herself in the hides of animals one winter and ended up having to get married to one of them following a particularly dark night when she’d been drinking.  So I asked again, and got another long story about some legendary winter that was so cold, people’s dreams froze in the air above their heads at night, and they had to thaw them out over fires so they could get a decent night’s sleep.  So I asked again, and was told that the only reason turtles have shells is because they got so cold that their skin froze on their bodies.  I quit asking at that point.
 
   My visitor that day was Morathi, and this is a picture of him and his lecherous wink.  He then retaliated by taking the next picture of me, and my unexpected sneeze.  You know, it just occurred to me that I’ve been snapping pictures all up and down this valley, and Morathi is the first guy who ever asked to use the camera.
 
   Okay.  Granna, I don’t know how to say this, but I’ve been meaning to say it for a while now.  I gave away your wedding ring to pay for some things that the Farasai gave me.  I’m sorry.  I didn’t have anything else to give them.  I can’t even say I got a couple of geese out of the deal, but I did get things that I needed.  And you can tell Aunt Janet that it wasn’t drugs, although somehow I doubt her opinion of me would be a whole lot higher if she knew I traded it for a bed and some big old jars full of trail mix.
 
   Anyway, I do hope you get better soon.  Please write to me.
 
   Taryn
 
   p.s.  I finally put those ‘good Irish potatoes’ of yours into the ground.  They tried to kill me.  That’s the Irish for you.  
 
    
 
   Dear Rhiannon,
 
   I showed Tonka that picture you sent of yourself just like you requested.  Three things:  First, you may have noticed in the photos I’ve sent that the Farasai wear a lot of makeup.  Tonka would like you to know that the amount, color, and placement of your eye makeup would tell any of his tribesmen that you are a ‘gong-farmer’ (look it up).  He recommends that you either wear a little more or a lot less.  Secondly, he said that he liked your bellybutton paint very much (boy, that better be paint, because I know you’re too young for a tattoo!), and that any man should consider himself lucky to catch the eye of a young, healthy girl like you who’s given birth eight times already.  And finally, he said that he thinks your face is very pretty.  You remind him of several of his daughters.
 
   Hope that was the reaction you were going for, Little Bit.
 
    
 
   Dear Mom and Dad and Rhiannon,
 
   We got the cactus you sent, Dad, and Tilly is quite impressed by it.  And touched, I think, although he puts on a good gruff face.  He’s going to call it the Spiny Father Plant and would like to offer his sincerest and most humble approval of the name Tilly Tea for the roots I sent you.  Tilly takes things like that extremely seriously.  Extremely.  Enclosed, please find a photo he condescended to let me take.  That’s him in his bull mask.  I apologize for the bad lighting, but to get an idea of just how tall he is, that’s my tent he’s standing next to.  Mom, you are under strict orders not to let Rhiannon steal that photo and blow it up into a poster or anything else perverted.
 
   I’m also sending you a picture of my new and improved campsite, particularly the winning view of the garden and some of the presents the Farasai sent me.  Nice plow, huh?  I haven’t gotten around to asking how I’m supposed to use it all by myself.  That next picture is one of Morathi (tell Granna that he got the sweater she made him and he even wore it for a day.  I tried to get a picture, but his little apprentice-girl, Shard, kept it.  I took more pictures, but more Farasai kept keeping them.  The good news is, they all gave me a little something or another to pay for the photographs, so I am extremely well off for snacks and things.  The bad news is, I’m out of film). ‘Morathi’ means ‘wise man’ in their language, which is fitting, since he’s kind of the tribe’s teacher, storyteller and shaman.  An all-around good egg, in other words.  I think he adopted me when my back was turned.   
 
   That’s okay, I’ll be the first to admit I probably needed adopting.  But I’m okay now, I really am.  Tilly comes around to check on me every so often, and it seems like every time I go for a walk, I bump into a Farasai.  The fish kind of all up and died (I hadn’t realized it happened that fast, but it does), but there’s still plenty around to forage, and I’m developing some wicked mad aim with my slingshot.  I also have a standing invitation from Tonka to come and stay at the kraal if things get too tough, but you know, I’m feeling pretty good about myself.  I’m settled in, I’m making friends, Aisling’s growing like a weed, and I’m finally at the point where this is starting to feel like home.
 
   Don’t worry about me, guys.  Everything here is just fine.
 
    
 
   The sound of singing began to come through the omnipresent drone of wind and water, and Taryn automatically reached for an envelope and started addressing it.  In her lap, Aisling stirred and shook out his wings before bounding out to meet Romany in the tall grass.  The sight of him, golden in the autumn sun, took hold of her heart and filled it with new warmth.  She took a deep breath, smiling around at the plains, the mountains, the river—her home.  
 
   Her eyes came to rest in the west.  Thoughts of the magus and his cozy cabin in the woods tickled up and her heart lifted even further.  She looked back down at her letter, suddenly so much less important than it had been at its writing mere moments ago.  The magus was waiting, the poor lonely magus, and why shouldn’t she go see him anyway?  What chores she had would wait, just like the problem of what to have for dinner would wait, just like winter blowing in from the very near future would just have to wait.  She would send off her letters and then she would go see him and everything—  
 
   “Everything is fine,” she said, and waved Romany a hello as her griffin came pouncing at her feet, but her thoughts were already elsewhere and her eyes were back in the west.  
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   THE WIZARD IN THE WOODS
 
    
 
   1.  Morathi Crosses
 
    
 
   It was another postcard-beautiful autumn day in Arcadia, or maybe it was winter now, it was getting hard to tell.  The leaves had turned, died, and fallen away, making the largely alien trees even harder to recognize.  The tall grass that had given her so much life-sustaining, if tasteless, grain now lay in rounded heaps all around her, soggy and brown.  There were no more wild grapes to be found in the copses that dotted the plains, no more bushy-tailed hoppers with finger-sized trunks bouncing around, no more fish swimming in and out of her basket-traps in the river.  Life did not surround her the way it had when Taryn MacTavish had first come to this world with her new-hatched griffin, but it was still here to be seen if one knew where to look.  Its spirit was always with her.
 
   Its spirit.  She had to laugh at herself, going all new-age hippie the way she so often did these days.  Morathi, the shaman elder of the nearby clan of horsemen, had been coming out to see his “two-legged daughter” every day for weeks now.  It was inevitable that his otherworldly way of putting things should rub off on her a little.
 
   Taryn glanced skyward, guessing at the time by the sun’s place behind the clouds.  Nearly noon.  Morathi should be here any second now.  She was glad, grateful as always for whatever company she had.  If there was one thing she missed about Earth, one thing she now knew she’d taken for granted, it was all the people.  Not just family or friends, but neighbors, passers-by, waitresses and store clerks, people driving cars and riding bikes and strolling on the sidewalk, giggling teens and screaming kids and old men who wore their pants too high, and pretty much everyone.  Everyone.
 
   Taryn was alone so often.
 
   Right on cue, Romany’s song came like a second dawn, pale and blushing at first, but swiftly and easily strengthening into melodies (impossibly many melodies) of golden sound.  Taryn, doing her best to whittle out a pole from a long branch, immediately stopped what she was doing and turned around, grinning from ear to ear.  Aisling, napping in a cold patch of autumn sun nearby, uncurled and uttered an angry squawk at the interruption, then a delighted chirp as recognition took hold of him.  Before Taryn had even managed to put aside her would-be pole and her precious steel axe, the baby griffin was bounding away and into the tall grass that surrounded her camp.  Taryn rose to follow with considerably less urgency.  The gypsy’s song was still well off; although Romany could step out practically in Taryn’s lap if she wanted to, she had taken to ending her Road some distance away, so that she could walk a while in the Valley to which she had finally been given some welcome.
 
   Taryn didn’t know what terrible thing had happened to put this rift between Romany’s people and the lords of the Valley of Hoof and Horn.  She’d asked Tonka, who, as chieftain of the Farasai, was responsible for keeping his people’s histories, but Tonka had only changed the subject.  She’d then asked Antilles, the current lord of the Valley, and he had muttered something mean-sounding in another language and then gruffly reminded her that ‘your damned Romany’ was welcome before stomping off.  She’d finally asked Morathi, who, as his tribe’s storyteller, probably stood the best chance of knowing the reason, and as the eldest and most respected Farasai, also was likeliest to ignore the disapproval of others and actually tell her what it was.  But Morathi had merely shrugged his thin shoulders.  “War happened,” he’d said.  “And wars build towers a thousand times more enduring than their foundations.”  Perhaps someday she’d get up the nerve to ask Romany herself, but until then, Morathi’s answer was certainly good enough.
 
   And it would be a long time before Taryn would dare to attempt anything that might damage her relationship with Romany.  It had such a tenebrous feel these days.  Oh, Romany didn’t avoid Taryn’s eyes and there was nothing in her attitude to suggest that she even remembered that day when she had tried…well, what she’d tried, but her sly smile had a sorrowful twist to it that was difficult to ignore.  It hurt to feel that distance between them.  
 
   Not that they’d ever had a sister’s close relationship, but Romany had been the one to bring Taryn here to Arcadia, the one who had secured this lifeline of communication between her and her family back on Earth, and that gave the gypsy a special place among all the others whom Taryn considered her friends.  She wanted to have a closeness, especially a human and feminine closeness (she was intensely aware that, however Romany may look, she could not truly be human, but the appearance was there, and what the eyes saw, the heart craved), someone to sit and giggle with and maybe even talk about boys, like she’d done with her little sister, Rhiannon.  There was nothing about Romany that had ever indicated an urge to giggle and boy-talk, but still, there was only one other human face that Taryn had ever seen in Arcadia, and it belonged to the magus.
 
   As always, the faintest thought of him took an immediate and wistful root in Taryn’s mind.  She stared away into the west, although the woods in which the magus lived in his cozy cabin with his evil cat was well out of eyesight.  She didn’t even look around to watch Romany enter her rough little camp, or to see all the little dragons spinning and singing and diving around the gypsy’s hair.  Things had a way of becoming so much less important when the magus was on her mind.
 
   “Hail, thee.”
 
   The sound of Romany’s voice broke the dreamy hold the western woods had on her, and Taryn turned around at last to greet her friend.  Romany’s colorful clothes were soaked with rain, although the skies were clear (the Arcadian skies, anyway), but she seemed neither to notice nor care.  She went directly to Taryn’s firepit and bent to inspect the contents of the cauldron (plain hot water, boiled earlier for Taryn’s morning tea), then rose to smile her sly and sad smile at Taryn.
 
   “Will you stay?” Taryn asked, as she always asked.
 
   “Nay,” she was answered, as she was always answered.  Romany reached into her sleeve and produced the mail she’d carried all the way from Earth.  Now Taryn was supposed to take it, and then Romany would turn around and walk away in a glittering cloud of dragons while Aisling leapt and too-ra-looed her goodbye.
 
   Taryn said, “Please.”  She said it softly, in the tone one might use to coax a deer to eat from her hand.
 
   Romany’s smile faded.  Her outstretched hand seemed to tremble once.  And her eyes, as black as the bottom of the sea, turned briefly to pools of flame.  “Nay,” she said again, and she said it softly too.
 
   “I’ve missed you,” Taryn told her.
 
   Romany bent and placed the letters on the ground.  She turned around, took one step, and stopped.  Her head bent.  The little dragons that were her constant companions began to settle, and then all at once burst away, funneling out in a multi-colored ribbon and vanishing into the nearby copse of trees.
 
   Steam was rising from the gypsy’s wet clothes.
 
   “Please stay,” Taryn said.  “Just for a little while.”
 
   “Ah, my fool.”  The tone was a fond one; the voice, inhuman.
 
   “Just sit with me,” Taryn said.  “We’ll have tea.”
 
   Romany lowered herself again and took up the letters.  She turned back to Taryn, and her face was the same fox-sly and smiling face that she had always worn.  She moved close, took Taryn’s arm, and placed the letters into her hand.  “I will not stay,” she said, “until I can look on thee and see no gold.”
 
   Taryn drew back in bewilderment, one hand rising to touch hesitantly at her flame-red hair.  Romany laughed at her, then turned around and began to walk away, her voice rising in its own impossible harmonies.  The dragons came swarming back, and Romany raised one hand without looking behind her.
 
   Taryn watched as the gypsy sang her way out into the plains to vanish.  Someday, things would have to be right between them again, but Taryn wasn’t sure just how to go about it.  Time, she guessed.  Time was always a good place to start.
 
   The first letter she opened was from Granna Birgit and it was still on hospital stationary.  All temporary, she was assured.  Every day for a week, the nurses had promised her that ‘maybe tomorrow’ would be the discharge-day.  She wasn’t too unhappy about it, really.  The food wasn’t bad, despite what people said.  If only the good folks there weren’t so keen on sticking things into her every ten minutes, she’d be right at home.  She asked after Aisling and then after Taryn’s “young chappie” (which gave Taryn something of a puzzled turn until she realized with a blush that Granna meant Antilles), acknowledged the latest batch of carefully-cropped photographs and then coyly remarked (and not for the first time) that Morathi was a right handsome old dote and she wouldn’t mind taking a wander out Africa-way if it meant catching the eye of a gentleman like him, “especially those as wears no britches!” 
 
   Taryn was still blushing at the thought of her grandmother making Irish eyes at Morathi (and Morathi winking right along back at her) when she opened her second letter, but her residual smile died away as she read,  The doctors think it best if your grandmother was moved to a more intensive-care facility instead of going back to Shadow Lane.  She’s being stubborn about it, but unfortunately, I think the doctors are probably right.  It’s going to take her a while to recover, and in the meantime, she just needs more looking after.  It might help if you were to casually mention in your next letter about the importance of laying aside one’s pride and letting someone else take care of you once in a while.  If you can do it (sorry, sweetie, but it’s true), then anyone should be able to.  Love you much and will write more when I’m back at home.  Mom
 
   After that, any attempt to concentrate on work was a bust, and when one was swinging an axe, especially one as sharp as Tilly’s hatchet, that was simply not the time to go wool-gathering.  Taryn knew that worrying about her grandmother was just about the least-constructive thing a person could possibly do, even if she was right there next to the worryee.  Here in Arcadia, it was even more pointless.  Still…she had to do something.
 
   But shelling a tent wasn’t it, clearly.  Taryn left her day’s efforts in the pile of futility she had formed, and started locking down her camp.  Morathi apparently wasn’t coming today, so she’d go see the magus.  He’d been here for fifty years, he had to know a little something about how it felt to be far away from the ones you loved.  She could always count on him to be sympathetic.  And come to think of it, it had been a long time since she’d last seen him.  She was spending too much time with her other friends.  Poor, lonely magus in the woods.
 
   She set out with Aisling at her heels and her slingshot in her hands.  
 
   It was a nice day.  True, Taryn’s standards for ‘nice’ had started dropping since the weather had gotten serious about turning, but today was a truly nice one.  Clear skies, even a little warmish, and although the ground was a little damp, most of the grass was dry enough that it was just her shoes and the hem of her jeans that got soaked, not the whole of her legs.  Long walks in wet denim were not a fun thing.
 
   But winter was getting closer and the grass was dying.  If it hadn’t been, Taryn might have walked right by him without noticing.  But with the tall stems half-bent or entirely fallen, it was impossible to miss the pool of grey lying in all this dead brown.  She hesitated before investigating, unsure what she was looking at or if it was a good thing to startle it, but curiosity got the better of her.  She took only four steps, however, before she realized with an ugly start that she was looking at a fallen horseman.
 
   She ran forward, an involuntary cry escaping her lips, and the horseman on the ground groaned and raised his head a few inches.  He saw her.  He smiled.
 
   It was Morathi.
 
   She couldn’t move right away.  For a moment, and really, it was the strangest and most sickening feeling, the urge came on her to keep walking.  Like maybe she hadn’t seen him at all.  That if she just went on ahead like everything was normal, why, then everything would be normal and Morathi would be fine.  The magus would open his door and bring her in and there would be hot tea and happy conversation and everything would be just fine.
 
   Then the world came crashing down into awful clarity and Taryn dropped to her knees, grabbing at Morathi’s arm.  “Oh no!” she heard herself say.  She sounded mildly dismayed, as though a light rain had opened up on her picnic.  “Oh no, what happened?”
 
   “Tis a fine day,” Morathi told her.  “I came to have some chat with thee, my daughter.  There was…a pain in me…and then a numbness.”
 
   “Please, God, no!”  Taryn patted at his heaving sides, able to think only that she had to call 911.  Her helplessness was a murdering stain over all her heart.
 
   “Aye, god,” Morathi said, softly but amiably.  “Anu, the Riverman.  He is calling me, Taryn, aye.  And ‘tis time.”
 
   “No, no.”  Her vision blurred out.  It wasn’t until she blinked them clear and felt the burn of tears that she knew she was crying.  “Oh no, you can get up.  Come on.  I’ll help.”
 
   “Help!” Aisling urged, crouching off to one side, where he watched with enormous eyes.
 
   Morathi chuckled, leaning back into the grass.  “Ease thee, daughter.  The pain is a small thing and soon will pass.  Anu is here with me.  His is a kind face.  The River…is not wide.”
 
   His words had a way of swooping around her without making an impact.  She could hear them, she could even recognize their meaning, but she couldn’t take them in.  She wanted to believe he was delirious, that his talk of rivers and kindly, invisible companions was a thing born of confusion and pain, but there was nothing confused in his steady gaze.  He was hurt, and she could see that clearly enough, but he wasn’t bothered by it.  He was relaxed in the extremity of whatever had felled him.  
 
   He was dying.
 
   Morathi couldn’t die.  Not here.  Not right in front of her.  He couldn’t just lie down and die like a…like a lamed horse!
 
   “Please get up,” Taryn whispered.
 
   Morathi smiled at her.  He tried, bracing one hand on the ground and gripping her arm, but his pull was feeble and his weight too much.  He fell again and lay gathering his breath, his eyes shut.  “Do not…grieve for me.  Ah, do not.  This…is a fine day.”
 
   “I’ll go get help!”  Taryn sprang up and then stood quivering, looking out over the plains.  Fellcats could be anywhere.  Even the grass ponies might come at Morathi if they sensed he was vulnerable to them.  The kraal was so far away.
 
   “Sit with me,” Morathi whispered.  His eyes were still shut.  “It shall not…be long.”  His wrinkled hand groped in the air and Taryn sank down in a swell of tears to take it in both of hers.  “I…am glad…I lived to meet…you.  Tis always…difficult…to be the first, but…”  He lay panting for several minutes as Taryn curled around his hand and rocked.  One of his hooves dug at the ground and he drew in breath to say, “…but others will follow.  And they may…know welcome.  That is…a good…thing.”
 
   Taryn sobbed.  He fumbled blindly to pat her cheek.
 
   “Ease…thee.  I am not…ending.  Nothing…ends.  Taryn.”  He opened his eyes, hunting for her in an unfocused way, then gripped her hand lightly.  “My name…Eliudhah.”
 
   “Eliudhah,” she said, and he smiled for her.  On impulse, she blurted, “My grandmother says you’re a handsome old man and she’d like to get to know you better.”
 
   “Oh aye?”  He rallied himself one last time, real light and pleasure coming into his fading eyes.  He winked one of them and fell back, gasping, or maybe only laughing, it was hard to tell.  “I…should like that.  Tell her…when she comes…I…”
 
   His ears rotated away from her, like his gaze that abruptly drifted to a point beyond her shoulder.  His smile broadened.  “Aye, old friend.  I see thee.  I…see…”  The smile slipped and suddenly there was a weight to the slack hand in her grip.  His eyes were still open, but the soul that had looked out from them was gone.  He was still.
 
   Taryn reached with trembling fingers to close the staring eyes and then she sank back in a  storm of grief.  She lowered herself atop the warm, soft side of him, breathing in horse-smell to let out as tears.  Aisling crept against her thigh after a while, and she scooped him up in one arm, holding him too tight perhaps, but unable to have him close enough.  Morathi was dead.  She’d never again see his smile or his wickedly lecherous wink.  She’d never hear the dry creaking voice tell her stories or meet those clear, piercing eyes.  He was gone.
 
   Taryn rested with him long after her tears dried.  The body began to cool.  The sun went behind the clouds as it moved overhead.  Shivers passed through her, the only markers of time’s passage.  Aisling was chirring at her, preening the neck of her sweater as he tried to soothe her.  He was shivering too, and that, at last, was what stirred her.
 
   Taryn rose.  Her fingers stroked down the soft, pale coat of her friend once more and then she straightened up and started walking.
 
   The sun came and went, but the warmth was gone.  Aisling was there in her arms, but she couldn’t seem to feel him.  There was nothing for her to feel except loss.
 
   She was crying again when she came to the kraal.  She didn’t know the horseman who reached her first, couldn’t bring herself to even look around and find someone she did know.  She said, “Morathi is dead,” and then just stood there and cried some more.
 
   Eventually, Tonka came to her and led her away to his lodge.  “What happened?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  He was on the ground when I found him.  He said he went numb and…and he died.”
 
   “You were there?”  
 
   Taryn nodded, hugging Tonka and crying into his chest.
 
   “Good.”  Tonka’s hand rubbed down her back.  “Was there aught else he said?”
 
   Taryn nodded again.  “He told me his name and he…he said it was a fine day.”
 
   Tonka laughed, a small and weary sound.
 
   “Are we…are we going to go get him?” Taryn asked.  She didn’t look up to see his reaction.  She knew that if the Farasai buried their dead, they’d have gone out to get Morathi already, but she couldn’t be okay with that.  Her voice cracked as she tried to explain.  “He shouldn’t…he shouldn’t just lie there.”
 
   Tonka held her a little longer, silent, then sighed.  “Aye, Taryn,” he said.  “We’ll have a cart drawn.  Take us to him.”
 
   Words were said in Far-speak when Tonka ordered the cart, but not many, and no one showed disapproval openly.  Taryn left Aisling with Shard and went with Tonka and the black-coated stallion who pulled the cart back across the plains.  She found the place where Morathi had fallen, but there was nothing in the trampled place except a bloody patch of grass.  She didn’t search for him.  She didn’t want to find anything else.  Tonka stepped away into the dying grass and came back several minutes later with Morathi’s saddle bags.  No one spoke on the walk back to the kraal.
 
   It was getting dark when they arrived.  The empty cart was unhooked without comment.
 
   Tonka’s hand fell on Taryn’s shoulder and she walked numbly beside him for a while before she realized they were heading for the Jiko lodge.
 
   She stopped.  “I can’t eat,” she said bleakly.
 
   “Taryn, we are mourning,” Tonka told her.  He rubbed her back, drawing her close against his side as fresh tears came.  “Come and share his day’s last labors with us.”
 
   So she went, but her stomach was a stone inside her.
 
   The mood in the lodge was a somber one.  At the high table, Shard stood in Morathi’s place.  The red bar that had been painted across her eyes had been replaced by a black one.
 
   The trenchers were passed and halved for all to share, but no one touched theirs.  All were silent.
 
   At length, Tonka said, “There is no absolute in life except death.  Some may think that this makes the condition of death the strongest that the natural world may offer.  It does not.  For no matter how permanent death may seem to the living, it cannot separate those who have crossed the River from those who wait on the shore.  Love is not an absolute in life, but ‘tis stronger yet than death.”
 
   He lowered his hands and the Farasai all broke off bread and ate.  Taryn took a bite; the bread was ashes in her mouth.
 
   “The name of Morathi passes, as his wisdoms do,” Tonka said, and looked at Shard.  “Morathi, will you speak?”
 
   “Aye,” said Shard.  She looked out over the lodge, her gaze grieving but strong.  In her piping, child’s voice, she said, “Those who live deeply have no cause to fear the Riverman.  Morathi-that-was understood that very well.  He lived as deeply as many never do.  Therefore, grieve for ourselves if you must, but do not grieve for him.  His is a life worth rejoicing as much as remembering.”
 
   They ate again.  It was easier the second time.  The ritual of bread grounded her, a physical sign of taking the words in, accepting them. 
 
   “He gave his name before he crossed the River.  He gave it to Taryn.”  Tonka laid his hand on Taryn’s shoulder.  “Will you speak?”
 
   She didn’t want to, but every eye was on her and bright with pain.  “I don’t know what to tell you about his death,” she said haltingly.  “And I don’t think…that that’s what I want to remember anyway.”  She couldn’t look at them anymore.  She stared down at the table instead, tracing the grain of the worn wooden table and thinking of his smile, his old-man’s wink.  “Someone on my world once said that as a well-spent day brings happy sleep, so a well-spent life brings a happy death.  His had to have been a well-spent life.  He spent his last moments trying to comfort me.”
 
   There was some quiet laughter.  Taryn was silent for a bit, toying with her bread, but not lifting it to eat.  She said, “The last thing he said to me was that nothing ends.  I guess that’s not surprising, because a soul like that has to go somewhere.  And the last thing he said in this life, he said to someone else, someone he called friend.  And that’s what I’m going to remember.  That we all go on, and we go in the company of a friend.”
 
   Now she ate, and so did they.  Tonka patted her shoulder again before taking up his bread.  “We lament a loss today,” he said.  “Never a life.  Who will speak to lessen this grief?”
 
   A horseman far down the left row of tables raised his voice, sharing his memory of Morathi bringing the clan ‘with patience and wisdom through the year of no foaling’.  Then there was an older stallion who spoke of being foals together, of Morathi as a yearling who kept him entertained with stories day after day as he recovered from a broken leg.  Hearing that, Taryn could only remember lying with her fever in Ven’s lodge, hearing Morathi’s mellow voice recounting the myths of Arcadia for her while she drifted in and out of sleep.  After him, a horsewoman spoke fondly and without shame of Morathi guiding her through her first pleasures, ‘his gentle hand and knowing ways as equal to flesh as to spirit’, and Taryn had to smile again.  He really did have an evil wink.  There were others, too many to count, but all of them left the air a little lighter than when they had first spoken, and when their bread was nearly gone, Tonka raised his hands again.
 
   “For each of us, the supreme triumph lies not in living longest, but in living well,” he said.  “Let kraal-Rucombe grieve its fallen, but know, my kinsmen, the River is not wide and its crossing is always peaceful once the weight of this world is set aside.  With the guardian of that crossing, I share the labors of my body.  With Anu, I share my bread.”  He turned away from the table and tossed the last bite of his trencher into the cookfire.
 
   Several horsemen followed his example, some murmuring last words before letting the coals take their bread.  Taryn copied them.  She didn’t share their faith, but the spirit that moved it struck a resonance in her that was impossible to ignore.
 
   “Sleep with me tonight,” Tonka said quietly, and she nodded and followed him to his lodge.
 
   “I liked him a lot,” she said, once the door was closed.  “I didn’t know him well, but I liked him.”
 
   “Come here, Taryn.”
 
   She went, folding into his embrace easily and letting the tears come.  “I’m sorry!” she sobbed.  “I know I’m not Farasai and I only had a few days with him and I shouldn’t feel like this—”
 
   “Ah Taryn,” he sighed.
 
   “I just left him there!  I couldn’t do anything for him!”
 
   “Taryn.”  Tonka caught her chin and forced her eyes up to meet his.  “You were there to hold his hand, to hear his name, and to give him into the Riverman’s keeping with kindness.  He who was Morathi had great affection for you, Taryn, and great respect.  If it lay within his power to choose the friend to see him to his crossing, I have no doubt he would have chosen you.  The gods delivered you to him.”  His voice roughened, though his gaze never faltered.  “And I will thank them for it with smoke and prayers, for I have been fifteen years a chieftain and have seen many hardships, but never a blessing so obvious as this, that you were there to be with him in his leaving.”
 
   There were still tears falling from her eyes, but she was scarcely aware of them.  She tried to sum up the awfulness of having to leave that kind old man’s body behind to be taken by animals like it was only meat, and could say just, “I couldn’t help him,” in a tiny voice she couldn’t even recognize as her own.
 
   “Because you could not make him live?”  Tonka smiled; it had a crippled shape to it, but there was still genuine humor in the expression.  “Ah Taryn, there are more kinds of help than that.”
 
   She ducked her head and hid against his chest once more.  “I’m so confused.”
 
   “Is thee truly?”
 
   Taryn thought about it.  “No,” she admitted.  “But I’m sad.  Do you know what I keep thinking?”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “That he said it was a fine day.  He said it twice.  And it must be, because I don’t think he’d ever lie.”
 
   “Nay, never would he.”
 
   “But he was alive and then he was gone.  And we didn’t have enough time.”
 
   “Aye.”  Tonka’s hand stroked down her hair and patted once.  “So it often seems.”
 
   Taryn was quiet.  Tears traced soundlessly down her cheeks to drip from her chin.  She said, “Will you hold me tonight?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   He lowered himself to his oddly-shaped bed and drew her down with him.  It was an awkward fit for her, there against the padded support, and it had to be even less comfortable for him, but she didn’t care.  His arms were strong and solid as they closed around her and that was good enough.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2.  The Riverman
 
    
 
   She had come to dread sleeping.  Even though she seldom remembered her dreams, she knew that they were horrible.  But tonight, when she opened her eyes on dreamspace, it was peaceful.  Tonight she only dreamed of what she was this instant doing, sitting curled in Tonka’s arms.
 
   But it was time to go.
 
   Taryn stood up, moving right through Tonka’s encircling grip to do so.  This didn’t seem strange, for some reason.  Dreams could be like that.  She started walking, through the wall and out into the commons, then away through the kraal and over the plains.  The ground seemed to move very fast under her feet, and soon she was standing on the bank of the river.
 
   And this was a very odd dream, because although the land behind her was the Valley, and every stalk of grain and standing tree exactly where it stood in real life, the river was different.  Just how it was different, she couldn’t tell, but it was.  And although it was a clear evening, indefinably lit with the glowing coals of sunset, the far bank was hidden in a thick fog.  She could hear voices on the other side—laughter, music and singing, joyful cries—and she could hear them very clearly.  The River wasn’t wide.
 
   The sound of lapping water turned her attention around.  There was a raft coming downriver toward her.  It was a pale raft (not white or grey or yellow, but just…pale) and she couldn’t make out just what it was made of.  But then, the raft itself wasn’t the focus of her stare.  Her eyes were fixed on the man who ferried it.
 
   His was a shape that, like a minotaur or centaur, she recognized from the legends of her world, and she knew him at once, if by another name.
 
   He stood tall, perhaps as much as twelve feet, although the nearer he came, the smaller he seemed to become and in the way of dreams, she understood that he was always meant to tower over her, but he was also meant to be approached.  His body was that of a perfectly-formed man, clad only in a simply-wrapped white skirt, very stark against his jet black skin.  But where there should be a handsome face to stare down at her, there was instead the long neck and thin head of a canine.  It didn’t really look much like a jackal’s.  That was probably just as close as the Egyptians could come to naming it.
 
   His eyes were glowing crescents, pale like his raft, and Morathi was right, his was a kind face for all its strangeness.  She couldn’t be scared of him, not even when he calmly poled his craft close to the bank and stopped before her.
 
   “I know you,” Taryn heard herself say.
 
   His expression didn’t change and he said nothing, but she sensed an answer anyway, like a memory of words he’d already spoken.  In that way, he told her that he was known by all.
 
   “Why…”  Taryn stood up and backed away from the water’s edge, out of his reach.  He watched her go, unmoving.  She stood in the grass, shivering, afraid to know the answer to the question she just had to ask.  “Why are you here?”
 
   He was here because she’d called to him.
 
   “I never did,” she argued, stepping even further away.  “Why would I want to see you?”  Grief welled in her and she added, “You took him away before I even had the chance to know him!”
 
   He didn’t take anyone.  He was only the Riverman.
 
   “Don’t give me that!  You let him die!”  Taryn came back a step.  The raft was very close to the shore.  A single step into the water would bring her close enough to touch him, but she couldn’t seem to take that step.  She stood at the very edge instead and shouted, “You let him be dragged off and eaten!  Like he was meat!  Like he never mattered!”
 
   The Riverman set down his pole and stepped into the shallow water.  He made no splash, did not seem to disturb so much as a ripple as he came to stand before her.  He wondered, would not such a one as the Morathi wish to feed others? 
 
   Taryn recoiled, then slapped him.  The sound was muted, dull and shameful.  She slapped again, and again, then balled her fists and attacked him.
 
   The Riverman did nothing to defend himself.  He watched her as she railed against him.  His hands remained at his sides.  His gaze stayed steady and tinged with sadness.  
 
   “How could you?”  Taryn’s voice swept up into a scream and then broke.  She stumbled back, sobbing into her hands.  “He was a good man.  How could you let him die like that?”
 
   His arms enfolded her.  She slapped at him again, but he pulled her into his embrace and, trapped there against his broad chest, she broke.  Her hands remained braced defiantly against his chest, but she no longer struggled.  She wept.  
 
   Taryn thought again of the feel of Morathi’s soft, wrinkled hand in hers, of how it had felt when it took on the weight of death.  He had been trying to squeeze, there at the end, trying to comfort her.  He’d known where he was going and he knew he was going in the company of a friend.  She’d said as much herself at the mourning meal.  And here she stood with that same friend, and she was attacking him.  
 
   Attacking death.  What a pointless thing to do.  She knew beyond any shadow of a doubt that if Morathi could have seen her slapping at the Riverman’s face, he would be sorely ashamed of her.  
 
   Morathi.  Her heart ached, but it was not the same raw and bleeding hurt.  Morathi was dead and she grieved all the harder because she knew she was accepting it.
 
   “I liked him,” she sobbed.  “He felt like family to me.  When he died…I realized that I can lose anyone.  I can lose anyone and I’m a whole world away.  What if…what if someone dies…and I can’t even be there?”
 
   The Riverman did not answer except to run his hand down the fall of her hair.  He held her and that felt good, to be held by someone who cared so much.  She closed her eyes, her flushed cheek pressed to his chest, and wished he would hold her tighter.  She was still arranged as though trying to push away from him, but she didn’t want to.  If she could step into the water to come even closer to him, she would.
 
   His arms shifted.  One hand rose to cup her head, keeping her close to his heart.  The arm that wrapped her did indeed tighten slightly.  If he could step onto the shore to bring her nearer, he would.
 
   “My Granna Birgit had a heart attack,” Taryn said brokenly.  “And I can’t go home to see her.  She could die while I’m here.  I can’t…I can’t let that be the last time I ever saw her.”  She raised her eyes to him, her fingers digging at his dark flesh.  “Promise me you won’t do that, okay?  Promise you’ll wait until I get home!”
 
   He made no promises.
 
   Taryn’s eyes welled with fresh tears, but only one fell.  “She’s going to die while I’m over here, isn’t she?” she whispered.
 
   It was not for him to know the hour.  He was only the Riverman.
 
   “How can you make me choose between Aisling and my Granna?  How can you do that and pretend to be my friend?”
 
   He made no pretenses.  The Riverman raised his hand to catch Taryn’s tear and rub its moisture back into her cheek.  He brushed her hair back from her brow.  They were perfectly smooth fingers; his palm was unlined.
 
   “Is he happy at least?” Taryn asked suddenly.  “Is Morathi…Eliudhah…Is he all right?”
 
   He had seemed so as he stepped onto the far shores.  Beyond that, the Riverman could not say.  Those that crossed seldom returned to share their experiences.
 
   “Do we all go to the same place?  Will I…Will I see him again?”
 
   The River flowed through all worlds, but all worlds are not one.
 
   “You don’t know, do you?”
 
   He did not.
 
   “Shouldn’t you?  Aren’t you a god?”
 
   Perhaps, by Man’s reasoning, but then, it was Man who defined his power in the first age, and Man who took it away.  Humankind, in human despair, searched for gods in every corner of creation, and so named many of the travelers to find their worlds.  Names had always had power.  Had they become gods by the faith of Man?  Or had they always been gods until they were made mortal once Man’s faith failed?  His was not to answer such questions.  He was only the Riverman.
 
   She could feel herself frowning and she glanced upwards, looking at the jackal’s head as he stared over her and away into the Valley.  “You weren’t always,” she ventured.
 
   Something about his canine mouth took on the aspect of a smile.  It wasn’t large and it didn’t last very long, but it was there.  He admitted that he hadn’t been, no.  But then, she had not always been a guardian of griffins.  Things changed, for Men and gods both.
 
   “There were more of you once.”
 
   His family, yes.
 
   “What happened to them?” Taryn asked.
 
   She felt him sigh.  Until that point, he had not drawn a single breath.  His flesh was warm under hers, but she realized only then that she could not feel his heart beating, even though her ear lay pressed to the chest that housed it.
 
   Did she really wish to know the fate of those that her kind had once called gods?  It was within his power to say, but it was painful.
 
   “Then I guess I already know what happened,” Taryn said.
 
   They stood together by the River.  She watched the fog roll and cover the far bank.  He looked out over the plains.
 
   They were not gods, he told her.  They were only beings different from Man.  They had found Earth through the same Gates that the conquerors came through, and there they had carved out some small sense of purpose, some small measure of peace.  But it had changed.  The conquerors returned.  Earth became a killing ground in the war that followed.  And the war was lost.  Names had power on every world, and it was Man who named the gods.
 
   “Did the other gods come here?”
 
   Some.  Doing what they knew to do, for the most part.  And of course, they none of them used their true names anymore.  The worlds had become dangerous.  The Great God Pan was dead.
 
   “And your family?” Taryn asked.  “Ra and Isis…Did they come here?”
 
   No, not here.  Most had perished.  Some went mad.  All were scattered.  He had come through to Arcadia before the gate was sundered, helpless thereafter to aid his family.  He believed he was last of that pantheon.
 
   Taryn stared at the River.  “Did you feel them die?” she asked.  “Did you feel them even from here?”
 
   He had, yes.
 
   “Will I?”  Her fingers curled over the dark plane of his chest.  “Will I feel it when…she dies?”
 
   He didn’t know.
 
   She searched the ripples on the water and felt him watching her as she stood in his arms.  “I’m sorry,” she said finally.  “I’m sorry I hit you.”
 
   He leaned his canine chin on the crown of her head briefly, forgiving easily and utterly.
 
   The River flowed, timeless.  The pale raft floated motionless on the dark water.  The fog held the far bank and the wind blew gentle on the plains.  Taryn stood on land, the Riverman in the water, and they held each other.
 
   “Are you happy here?” Taryn whispered.  “Can you be happy here?  After you gave everything up?  After you knew you could never go back?  Can anyone really be happy after that?”
 
   Happiness was an emotion inhibited by immortality.  He had too much understanding, too many memories to ever know true contentment.
 
   “Then you don’t feel anything?”
 
   He felt, but they were inflictions of self, not expressions.  Joy there was for such as him, but not happiness.  Pain, not sorrow.  
 
   “What do you feel the most?”
 
   He did not answer right away.  Without breath, without a heart to beat, the stillness had no time.  At length, and with a new hesitance, he told her.
 
   Loneliness.
 
   “But…all the people that die…”
 
   Cross.  Their hearts and thoughts were for those ahead of them, and for those they left behind.  He was only the Riverman.  Seldom did they even speak to him.
 
   “There are other gods here, you said so.  You could talk to them.”
 
   He could not.  He could not leave the River That Flows Between, and no other god would ever come so near to the death it represented.  Once, in the new age after his coming to this world, he had known the displaced goddess from whom the River flowed and shared with her such joinings as gods could share, but she had succumbed to grief and lost all manifestation apart from the River itself.  He had known no other companionship, no other touch.
 
   Taryn closed her mind as if to better sort out the memory/thoughts he left in her by blinding herself to all other input.  His meaning had been very clear, even if the exact words he had used were vague (some, mere impressions of haunting, second-hand emotion), but she didn’t know how she was supposed to react.  She supposed she should step back and end the embrace if she didn’t want to send mixed messages of her own, but…a sympathetic hug seemed exactly the right response.  And she had asked, after all.  Should she be surprised that he’d answered with untempered honesty?
 
   The Riverman stirred slightly, a subtle movement of one arm, the slightest shifting of his weight.  He observed, hesitantly for him, that she had not drawn away from him.
 
   “Should I?” she asked.  
 
   If she wished to, of course she should.
 
   She didn’t move.  After a long span of this motionless repose, his hand slipped up and into her hair.  His fingertips were light and gentle, rippling over her skin, no more substantial than the breeze that stirred the plains.  He stopped when he touched the nape of her neck and was still again.  He asked her for nothing and he took nothing more.
 
   The night did not move.  The River flowed, but movement in this place didn’t mean time passed.  This River was eternity and Anu stood in the River.  His was a kind face and he had no expectations.
 
   Taryn closed her eyes.  She moved her own hands slowly from their resting places on his chest and around to his back, so that she embraced him.  It was an invitation.  She didn’t say anything, but the mood between them changed at once, like the thought/memories of the Riverman, because her meaning was at once understood.
 
   They were not gods, the Riverman told her.  And they were not eternal.  But nor were they human, and it had been many millennia since last he’d held a mortal, and those, priestesses trained in the ways of his kind.
 
   But Taryn noted he was not releasing her, and she could feel a subtle tremor in his hands as he passed them down her back to rest on her hips.
 
   “It’s all right,” she said.  She placed her hand over one of his, looking up into the pale moons of his eyes.  She offered him a smile with tears still drying on her face.
 
   Did she know what she was offering?
 
   “Yes.”
 
   And she gave willingly?
 
   “I do.”
 
   He lifted her into his arms, bringing his muzzle against her neck for that first kiss from his strange mouth.  His hand was strong at her thigh, supporting her.  The other traveled up the curve of her spine to press between her shoulder blades, holding her firmly in place for his exploration.  She felt the shivery touch of his tongue, but there was no accompanying puff of breath.  She let her hands rest lightly on his head as he nuzzled her.  He had no fur, for all his canine appearance.  His skin was smooth and perfectly hairless, warm and fluid, as though sculpted of living onyx.
 
   Hesitantly, Taryn let go, trusting him to hold her, which he easily did.  She pulled her shirt away and let it fall behind her on the shore.  He sighed softly and brushed his fingers over her breast, then bent and licked, light and slow, all around the firm curve of her, circling steadily inward until he came to the pink nub at its very center.
 
   The paps of Isis flowed with sweet milk.  Taryn was quite sure the thought did not originate with her, but it kept returning and with greater intensity as the Riverman suckled her.  It was not a mournful thought, not even a little wistful; it was only a memory, one she understood he only recapture through her, and although it was not exactly possible for him to feel love in a way that she could understand, what he could feel of that mortal emotion was there in him, and he expressed it as tenderly as he knew how.  He was savoring, worshipping, as solemn in his task as a priest at prayers.  The touch of his mouth seemed to linger on her skin, outlined in her senses as with fire and leaving a heat that gradually sank and settled deep inside her.  He neglected nothing, pausing often in his venerations to tease his tongue around her full breast or carefully graze his sharp teeth across her nipple before closing fully to suck again.  
 
   He made no sound at all.
 
   Taryn’s breath was a roar in her own ears, underscored by whimpering gasps as she gave in little by little to the fullness of sensation.  Her blood was pounding through her, a hammer in her mind, a bellows to the flame building in her womb.  She could hear even the rasp of her skin on his as she caressed his jackal’s head, pulling him possessively closer to the breast he so tenderly possessed.
 
   There was nothing in Taryn’s experience to compare with what was happening to her body.  There was nothing natural in what he gave to her, nothing natural in how she received it.  She’d been kissed before, touched, caressed, but this was so much deeper.  This was visceral, elemental.  Where the Riverman touched her, his heat lingered.  Where heat lingered, there was open flame.  Her body burned, but couldn’t be consumed.  Theirs was the combustion of god and Man, the binding place of immortal purpose and mortal soul.  
 
   It wasn’t pleasure that he gave her, exactly, but pleasure was the only way in which her mind could comprehend it, so that was what she felt, and in crushing waves that never quite receded before the next rolled in.  Just when she had reached the threshold of endurance, the razor’s edge between ecstasy and agony, he moved his devotions to her other breast and began again, resetting the volume of her rapture back to breathy pants.  Again, he licked his way methodically inward, luxuriating in every inch of her flesh until he came to suckle and when his strange lips closed on her, Taryn shut her eyes and felt the blast of hot wind upon her face, heard the chanting of ancient tongues.  Heat sparked deep in her core, spiraled up through her body and tore from her in a sharp, undulating cry.
 
   The Riverman’s grip tightened at once.  He lifted her higher, pressing his mouth to her sex and sucking through the denim of her jeans as he felt out the fastenings that kept them on.  By the time he had the zipper opened, she was grinding powerlessly against his mouth, almost crying from horribly-confused passion and need.  He drew back just long enough to pull her jeans away, undressing her in the same swooping motion of a child stripping a doll, but careful with her, always gentle.  Then she was bared and he was back, thrusting his long tongue urgently inside her to drink the oils of her pleasure.
 
   Taryn came again in agony, her mind suffused with senses she could not quite share and could not stop feeling.  Her hips writhed of their own volition, trying to escape him as much as to take more.  His tongue pushed so deep, and his smooth hands roved continuously over her, but always returned to grip her hips and pull her even tighter to him.
 
   Gravity spun.  Taryn was falling through space, supported in his strong arms until her back settled on the shore.  He moved slowly, deliberately, holding her legs up to wrap his waist as he knelt so as to keep his feet in the water, to keep hers in the air.  She reached out, pulling at the skirt that wrapped his hips and he stilled to watch her hands bare him.
 
   There was a moment of curious blurring as she pulled the skirt away and then she saw the fullness of him.  His phallus was long and slender, a dark stylus, perfectly formed.  She touched him, caressing him with her fingertips only, mesmerized by the sight of her pale hand against the shadows of his flesh.  She made a careful fist around his base and stroked slowly up, then down again.  He was so smooth.  So smooth.
 
   “Is this really you?” she asked.  Her eyes still tracked the passing of her hand.
 
   He told her no, that like the jackal’s form he had partially assumed, it was an approximation only, his parameters determined by her.
 
   “My desire?”
 
   Her expectation.
 
   He pressed lightly at her thigh, silently warning her to keep it locked around him, and then moved one hand to lay over hers, sharing her caresses of him.
 
   It was not going to be sex in the way that she knew it.
 
   She laughed.  “I wouldn’t know.  I’ve never had sex before.”
 
   He laughed silently, without movement or breath.  Then no other sex that follows will be like this, he told her.  He lowered himself atop her.
 
   Taryn watched the eclipsing of her white body by his black one.  She felt only a faint heat, a ghost of substance, and knew that he had entered.  She rested her hand on his back as he began to move, watching the gentle roll of his body and listening to the lapping of the River at the bank.  His eyes were distant slivers of light that gazed well beyond this reality.  He seemed so much at peace.
 
   “What do you feel?” Taryn asked.
 
   Mortality.
 
   He drew another breath, his third, to release as a blissful sigh, then gazed down at her, wondering what she felt.
 
   “Not much,” she confessed, and because that sounded rude, arched her head up to kiss his chest.
 
   He was not offended.  She couldn’t feel because her flesh was virgin.  Her mind had no means of translation.  In a way, she was fortunate.  This possession could be painful.
 
   “But I could feel your mouth.”  She felt herself blushing.  “Vividly.”
 
   It was complicated.  His body was a manifestation of predetermined form.  His mouth was the portal of his true essence, the place of Speaking, the Fount of What Endures.  When he drank from her, his will and perception dominated, because he was what he was, and she was less than that.  But when he coupled with her, her sensations reigned, because her flesh was true and his, illusion.  In this union, they were at their most enjoined, their most divided.  
 
   But she wanted to feel him.  Taryn adjusted her thighs around his waist to feel him penetrating deeper.  She shivered pleasantly, then reached between them to stroke at the place she was most sensitive.  The delicate sensation that had been feathering at her became flame at once.
 
   She felt the vibration of a hum or perhaps a jackal’s growl, but the vibration only.  He still made no sound and he used no breath.  He turned his head into the curve of her neck, adjusting the pace of his movements to match the slow circling rubs of her hand.  She could sense his dreaming, otherworldly thoughts tasting at the spaces in her mind that humanity hadn’t yet figured out how to access.  He was drowsing in her, the act a thousand times more intimate than this dance of flesh.  She could feel a new radiance of unknown color and sound every time he sipped from her mind and memories, and like the heat of his touches, the radiance remained to become the foundation for the next flare.  Soon, she felt herself start the upwards rush of climax, and she reached to touch his cheek.  “I’m cumming,” she whispered.
 
   He stirred, then reared back and withdrew from her.  He found her legs and held them for her, again pressing between her thighs to drink just as she came.  She kept her hand at her clit, prolonging it as long as she could, and the touch of his tongue lapping up inside her brought her to another and then a third, although like the receding waves of the tide, they each crested a little less high and rolled out again a little sooner than the one before.  At last, the Riverman raised his head, licking at his shiny jaws, to thank her.
 
   “You’re welcome.”  Taryn watched as he leaned back on his knees, his hand at his erection and his eyes sliding nearly shut.  He stroked himself in silence, his face upturned to the sky, at peace.  He gave no sign at all of rejoining her.  “Would you…would you like to cum in me?”
 
   He paused.  His eyes opened, regarding her uncertainly.  He squeezed at his shaft as though testing its stability.  He wasn’t sure what that would do to her, back in the waking world.
 
   “You said you’d done this before.”
 
   He had, but sometimes there were consequences.
 
   “Like what?” Taryn asked.
 
   In her mind, unknowable impressions of cosmic scale unwound in limitless layers.  Memories, not her own, showed her brown-skinned women she knew as priestesses, their eyes vacant, blinded by understanding, the awful apperception of all things.
 
   Taryn sat up and scooted toward him.  The edge of the River flowed between them.  Their knees almost touched.  She touched his member and he let go his hands to watch her move on him.  “Do you want to cum?”
 
   He did.
 
   “Do you want to cum in me?”
 
   He did, but that desire did not retract the risk.  What she defined as orgasm was a far greater release for his kind.  A certain amount of control was given, a greater portion lost.  She was no priestess.  She’d had no training at all, not even of the earthly act.
 
   “Does it show?” she asked, teasing.
 
   His pale eyes flicked to her, sharing her humor.  Then he asked, hesitantly, if she wanted him to cum in her (the term was approximate; the thought/memory he used, far more complicated: to hold the amaranthine seed of his flying soul in the ephemeral heart of hers).
 
   The question was conservatively formed, his emotion withheld, but Taryn could sense his need, much as he tried to mask it.  She nodded, smiling to encourage him.
 
   He would try to be careful.
 
   “I know you will.”
 
   Again, he came to her, this time arranging her legs so that her ankles were braced on his broad shoulders, well away from the water.  He entered her with fluid ease, all his indefinable weight balanced atop her.  He wanted to know if this hurt.
 
   “No.”  Every thrust of his hips sent deep echoes through the whole of her body and she could feel the full length of him in exquisite detail even if there was no true sensation.  Although she was in no danger of making this her new favorite position to say, fall asleep or compose poetry in, nothing hurt.  She reached up to brush her fingers along the strange contours of his face and he leaned into her hand.
 
   He was close.
 
   She knew it.  There was a heaviness to the air, an oppression, like a storm gathering to form a funnel.  She had been sure enough at the start, but sensing that explosive pressure building, she began to be nervous.  She touched his chest, trying to steady herself.  “Breathe for me,” she said.  “Please?”
 
   He apologized, began to breathe in slow, steady pulls to match the rhythm of his deep thrusts.  The heat of his air against her shoulder was comforting.  Taryn hugged him a little closer, letting her eyes slide shut, trying to protect herself against the drift of his alien thought.  She felt it start.  A terrible coiling that drew in all the swirling storm-gathers around them—drew it in from miles away, it seemed—into a tight point inside him.  Tighter and tighter, until she could physically feel its constrained energy pulsing in him.
 
   Perfect silence for just one second.  Even she screamed without sound.
 
   Then light, blasting out from him in rings as full and fierce as the creation of a star.
 
   Eruption.  It cut into her, battering her until she could feel her soul slapped out from her body through the pure, otherworldly force of it.  She looked down and saw them, not joined in sexual union, but only kneeling together, arms entwined, staring into one another’s eyes.  Then he came, not with the manifestation of his predetermined body, but truly came.  The amaranthine seed of his soul in flight was sown into the ephemeral heart of her spirit, and she was blown back and away by the shockwave of their shared climax.  She came, not through pleasure, but simply because she was swept callously into the flow of his passion and hurtled out to the far-flung reaches of his inner space.  She felt herself shatter in halves, then fourths, and again, again, dividing out at boiling speed into an embryonic place of preexistence where she tottered, caught at the cusp of some terrible rebirth.  And then she snapped back, tumbling through the orgasmic drifts of his awareness to crash into her body once more.
 
   He lay atop her, warm and smooth and softly breathing against her neck.  He must have felt her return.  He asked if she were hurt.
 
   “I’m…not sure.”
 
   He raised himself, laid his hand over her heart and then gave her a reassuring nod before gaining his feet.  He helped her to stand, then embraced her again, his feet in the River and hers on the shore.  He thanked her once more, his sincerity adding warmth to his solemn gratitude.
 
   “You’re welcome,” Taryn said.  She wasn’t sure that was the right response, but he seemed to be waiting for something.
 
   He waited a while longer, and then dropped his arms to his sides and regarded her closely.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   She hadn’t asked him for anything in return.
 
   Taryn blinked at him.  “Do…Do you know what they call a girl who has sex in exchange for favors?” she asked hesitantly.
 
   She sensed his humor.  In his days on Earth, they had called such girls priestesses.
 
   “Well, now they’re called prostitutes.  And I’m neither one.”  Taryn touched his arm, his chest, and finally his cheek.  “I don’t trade myself.”
 
   His expression did not change but he frowned anyway.  She had both his seed and his name.  Did she understand what that gave her?
 
   “A friend,” she said.  “When I come to cross the River.”
 
   He laid his hand over hers, brought it to his mouth, and breathed gently into her palm.  Then he released her and turned, moving back through the water.  He stepped up onto his pale raft, his skin dry, and took up his pole.  He pushed away from the shore without a backwards glance and vanished into the enveloping fog.  He was soon lost to sight, but the touch of his mind endured a little longer before it, too, passed from her.  The distant murmur of unseen souls faded to silence.
 
   The Riverman was gone.
 
   Taryn turned around and found her clothing discarded on the bank.  She dressed and started walking.  Again, the plains seemed to pass beneath her at unnatural speed, although there was no sense of rushing movement.  Soon, she was walking across the commons of the kraal, back to the Beti Kale and through its walls.  She could see Tonka sleeping, outlined in red by the coals of his hearth-fire.  She lay down before him, passing easily through his curled arms, and then turned into the warmth of his chest.  She closed her eyes.  
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