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This book is dedicated to the Redmond Library.


The real one.











  
  

A BRIEF WORD ABOUT TIME…
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Of all the strange attitudes human beings adopt when struggling to comprehend the world around them, perhaps the strangest of all is their attitude toward time. They call it a dimension, as though it had the same tangible substance as length, breadth or width, when in truth, it is nothing more than an accident of perception that allows humankind to proceed smoothly inside of their linear lives. Every other intelligence in all the Realms understands this. Humans alone have felt the need to break time down, to number years, to name days, to invent a need for seconds and milliseconds and even nanoseconds. It is a need so powerful that they acknowledge the invention of the calendar as higher among their criteria for civilization than written language. 

And yet the respect that humans show towards time is of a fearful sort.  Time flies, they say, but only when you’re having fun.    Time is the cruel thief that robs us of youth and beauty.  Time has no mercy.  Time traps us each day betwixt worry and remorse.  We chase time, we run from it, we waste it and we kill it.  It is as though mankind has endowed time not only with an intelligence of its own, but a malevolent one.  

But to Taryn MacTavish, time has always been a friend.  From this unusual perspective, she believes she has enjoyed a long and golden childhood, forgetting the sadistically elastic hours of schoolrooms and yardwork, the swiftly flying summers, all the birthdays and Christmas mornings that zipped out the windows after centuries of painful anticipation.  Since coming to Arcadia, she has experienced lifetimes of pleasure in the company of friends, and she has largely forgotten those early days of endless pain and exhaustion and loneliness.  She does remember the wizard, of course, but the bad times that seemed to stretch out so menacingly have since been reduced in her memory to mere moments here and there, harmlessly bound in the stillness of her thoughts like poisonous wasps encased in amber.  Now her thoughts of him are fleeting ones, frozen snapshots of the past, never as important in her mind as the memories of hearth and home and loved ones.  

No, it is not the eye of a spurned and resentful Time-god that fixes itself upon her as her second summer in Arcadia gently passes, but someone is surely watching all the same.  Someone for whom love is a concept that can only be grasped as the distorted reflection from another’s mind, and Time has no meaning at all.  It is no god, perhaps, and no dimension, but upon one point, humans are very correct: Time waits for no one, and for Taryn MacTavish, the days of peace have already been numbered.
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Surrender
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The chief of the horsemen stared out past the ruins of his defenses and into the eyes of his enemy. They were dark eyes, the same blue-black as the skin of gedan fruit, but shining now with silent laughter. Conqueror’s eyes, he thought, and felt his own heart burn. 

“Oh come now,” the enemy said.  “You can’t be surprised.  Not after a year of battles.”  One scarred hand rose, displaying all the fallen armies motionless before them on the field.  “You knew this would happen, Tonka.  Your defeat was inevitable from the moment you accepted my challenge.”

“Challenge,” the horseman echoed, and stamped one hind hoof with ground-quaking force.  “I recall no challenge.”  His eyes raked the silent field and his voice hardened.  “Your first act was invasion, and that is not challenge.”

“No.”  Unrepentant, the enemy smiled.  “This was a slaughter.”

Tonka raised his chin, hating the words, yet acknowledging the truth in them fairly.  He was still Farasai, still chieftain.  He still possessed the dignity of his kind, even if there were none here to witness it.  “So,” he said.

“So.”  The enemy echoed his tone of neutrality perfectly.  “And now you will surrender.”

Tonka reared, his hands balling into empty fists.  “Never will I!”

“Oh yes.”  Unimpressed, the enemy smiled at him.  “Surrender and your defeat will be a painless one.  If you don’t, I’ll hunt out and destroy every last remnant of your army before I bother to come for you again.  So we can make this quick, Tonka, or I can take my time, but it will happen, never doubt that for one moment.”

Despite every effort to remain stoic, Tonka felt himself bristling.  He dropped his gaze, choosing to survey again his broken forces rather than show the turning of his thoughts to the enemy who stood with such mocking patience before him.  Days and nights of combat left him numbed to pride.  The speed with which he had been reduced to this…this straggling point of defiance on a battlefield in ruins…the completeness and the ruthlessness he could bring himself to face, but great gods, the speed of it!

Surrender.

No.  He had stood as chieftain some fifteen years before taking the injury that had cost him his name, had nearly cost him his life.  He had come back from death itself, and he had been Tonka again now for a year and half again, and such a one, such a chieftain, did not surrender.

But what choice was there?

“To think that I once called you friend,” he said, bitterness staining every word.

Laughter was his enemy’s indulgent reply.  “Are you playing for my sympathies?  Ha!  This is war!”

“Indeed.”

“Surrender, my friend.”

Time itself seemed to pause.  A trail of smoke drifted to him on a stray breeze, heavy with the smell of roasting flesh.  There was no sound.

Slowly, as though pressed down by some invisible, divine hand, Tonka bent before the victor of the field.  He raised his arm, took up the carved stone piece of his castle, and threw it across the table to come to a clattering stop before Taryn’s left hand.  “I should have never taught you this game,” he grumbled.

“Probably not,” she said good-naturedly.  Her eyes were still shining.  “It’s really just a more complicated version of chess, and I learned that from my dad.  Now he could really throw you a whuppin’, friend.  Checkmate every time.”

Tonka’s lips twitched up even before humor rose to lighten his mood.  “Mate,” he said.  He glanced at her, his smile broadening, and winked.

Her laughter now was a dry thing.  She stood away from the table, shaking her head.  “I’m in no shape for that sort of thing,” she said.  Her hands rose, seeking the hard swell of her belly and resting there, mutely giving him her reason.  Her expression changed minutely, showing surprise.  The child must be moving.

Tonka waited until the look of mothering faded.  It was a look very like to any mare’s of his experience, save that its wistfulness was so horribly stained by dread.  He did not think she was aware of how clearly her uncertainties showed on her face.  She may not even be aware of worry in her feelings when she touched her swimming unborn, but they were there true enough to be read by one with a father’s eyes and it was a hard thing for him to witness.  He moved a step toward the door to distract her from them, holding back his hand in invitation as he said, “Shall we eat?”

“Is it time already?”

“Aye, Taryn, nearly so.  And thee is foaling, so there shall be foods made for thee at any hour.”

“I’m not really as underfed as you all seem to think I am.”

He did not reply to that.  She knew, and did not need to hear him say, that she had no way of knowing whether she were underfed or not, just as she had no true way of knowing how much longer to expect the child within her to grow, or what it would look like when it emerged…or whether it would draw breath at all.  Even his Ven, who had taken every opportunity over the past year to examine the human, had no way of truly knowing.  It was a foaling of wizard’s making, the child a blend of human and Cerosan that would never be of natural happenstance.  My miracle, Taryn called it, sometimes with heartbreaking desperation to believe, and there was not a night that passed that Tonka did not beg the goddess Pacha Ven to let the birth be kind to her.  He was not so naïve as to pray for normalcy, but whatever came, great mother among the gods, let it be kind to Taryn.

Taryn, who was even now walking swiftly ahead of him to his kraal’s cooking lodge, moving in that rolling gait at once so labored and so light.  She was still smiling, still celebrating her victory, and her words were as easy and carefree as they had ever been.  “However, under the excuse of eating for two, I’d be happy to go steal a few of Ven’s sticky-pies.”

“Aye?”  Tonka flicked his tail at his darker thoughts and adopted that distracted and literally-minded attitude that he knew Taryn found so utterly maddening.  “Thee need not resort to thievery, for I am certain our mother has saved some out for thee.”

“Oh, for crying out loud!  I didn’t mean ‘steal’ as in…But thanks anyway,” she finished with a sigh, rolling her eyes heavenward as Tonka savored his hidden smile.  “And since you’re making so free with the foodstuffs, I could probably bring myself to choke down a couple of—oh hell.  Er, hello, that is.”

“Nicely recovered,” Tonka said dryly and took a covert elbow to his fore-thigh for reply.

The lord of the Valley of Hoof and Horn stood before them on the path to the Jiko lodge, his powerful arms folded over his broad chest and his eyes smoldering as they glared out from his lowered head.  He pulled in a mighty breath, let it out as a rolling sigh, then snarled, “Can you never stay where you are bid?!”

“Sure  Bid me to stay in a bookstore some day and just see how good I can be.”  Unapologetic, Taryn resumed her easy step and the last Cerosan of the Valley, her mate, the father of the unknown thing growing inside her, came in long strides to meet her.  His hooves, capped in traveler’s bronze, left hollow moons in summer’s dry soil.  Steel glinted over the sweeping horns; one merely a cap, the other a fully-forged thing bolted to the sawn-off stump of bone that twinned it, a lasting scar to mark his capture by the murderous wizard.

Nay, but those days were done and did not deserve remembering.  He was Tonka and his was indeed the House of Histories, but he would not give a tribute of immortality to that evil creature’s memory.  The wizard deserved to pass into obscurity—one more wicked thing come to Arcadia and defeated there—and those he had left behind deserved, surely, to heal from their wounds outside of that shadow.  Tonka watched the embrace of the wizard’s last victims.  In the lengthening shadows cast by his lodge, their two bodies seemed to become one, a physical reflection of their shared souls, and this was what he would remember.  

“Bid you stay among books,” Antilles grumbled.  “What reason have I to reward you when you cannot bring yourself to show obedience?”

“I’m sure you could find something among all my many talents to reward me for.”

Antilles shook his head, surrendering.  “Ah, my maiden,” he sighed.

“My Menelajis.”  Taryn reached up (and Antilles, for all his outward show of sufferance, bent to allow her easy reach) to strike her fingers off his metal horn and hear the hollow ringing of it.

Old rituals.  Familiar and loving.  So difficult to witness.  So wonderful to see.

But now Taryn was stepping away, although she still leaned on her lord’s arm, letting him lead her on as she aimed herself back at the Jiko.  “Actually, I came here only because I knew you’d look for me here first,” she said.  “I was trying to be helpful.”

“Nay, lady, for if that were so, thee would have remained at home,” Antilles countered.  “There did I go to find thee first.”

Taryn looked to Tonka as though for aid.  He laughed in her hopeful, upturned face.

“There should thee have stayed!” he declared.

“Aw, it was too empty there, what with you off lording it up God-knows-where, and Aisling gone.”  Her voice faltered, and she glanced away, far to the west, and the mountains that bordered the Aerie Domain, and where storms of griffins were known to gather under the Great Dragon’s rule.  But only for a moment.  Taryn forced a smile and an air of unconcern.  “And then Romany came, and it seemed like such a perfect time.”

Antilles and Tonka both halted in unspoken unison to stare at the human who walked between them.

“Romany?” Antilles echoed.  His mistrust of the Dragon’s brood, though tempered somewhat by the truce of this past year, edged his tone.

Tonka seized on the rest of her words, innocuous though they might appear to be.  “A perfect time for what?” he demanded, the chieftain in him adding thunder to his voice sufficient to stop her at last.

Taryn stood with her head bent for a short time, gazing at her hands where they framed her belly.  Her hair caught the warming sun, a river of deep flame to hide her expression and the betraying windows of her eyes.  At last, she stirred and turned to face them.  There was no deception in her, no apology, and no fear.

There was never any fear, Tonka thought, his love for her heavily mingled with despair.

“I took my book back,” she said.

Silence.  Not one of incomprehension, but of thunderstruck shock.  She explained anyway, speaking gently and with that sweet, sad smile that showed so clearly that their reactions were not unexpected ones.  “I went back to Earth.”
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Taryn's Travels
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The house really was too empty without Aisling, and too big, also. Who would have imagined that a one-room house with maybe six hundred square feet of living space would ever be considered too much? But it was, and being trapped in it made time itself into something oppressive. 

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if she had someone to pass the time with, but her Tilly was off getting ready for his summer rounds, so that he could make sure all of his people were fed and that the little pockets of human invaders that had settled against his will in his Valley were still more or less in check.  She could suffer these absences pretty well with Aisling to occupy her, but her fierce prince was somewhere off in the Aerie Domain, visiting the griffins who nested in the peaks overlooking kraal-Tiyu.  They’d come for him.  She didn’t know how they knew, although she hadn’t exactly been surprised when she’d answered the polite three-tap knock at her door and found a griffin staring her in the face.  

A gryphon, to be exact, although it was a picky point further confused by the fact that all four species commonly called griffins were pronounced almost exactly the same way.  But gryphons, now, gryphons were among the most impressive of them.  The wings were half-fanned, adding imagined size to the already-intimidating bulk of the creature.  The feathers were metallic and almost blinding in their brilliance; the tawny fur of its leonine half well-groomed and shiny with health.  But it was the eyes that caught and held her, eyes as gold and piercing as sunlight itself.  There was assessment there, a measuring disapproval and tightly-reined fury that only raptors and certain cats could be fully capable of expressing.  But the voice that issued from the hooked and polished beak was a woman’s, refined, melodious, and tinged by some unfamiliar accent:  “I understand your foundling is fledging.”

He was, and like everything he did, he was a little bit early for it.  Aisling’s wing feathers had finally thickened, the pinions emerged, and although he made a point of appearing nonchalant about it all, Taryn had caught him several times on the rocky slopes around her house, leaning into the wind with his eyes shut tight and new wings outstretched, trembling.  Just standing there.  Imagining, perhaps.  Soaring.

It was a small Valley, really.  And in the end, it didn’t matter whether a horseman had also seen him and reported it to Tiyu, whose chief had dealings with the griffins in the Dragon’s empire (and who might also hold hopes of someday winning Taryn for his Ven), or if Antilles had sent the word himself.  This day had always been inevitable.  It just…felt so soon.

“Is it so?” the gryphon pressed, her eyes narrowing.

“Yes, he’s starting to,” Taryn had said, struggling to keep her own voice low and even, to meet the gryphon’s exacting stare without flinching.

“And how is it you mean to teach him flight?”  Still polite.  But pointed, oh yes.

Aisling had chosen that moment to creep around from behind Taryn’s legs.  She could feel his body trembling as he stared at this stranger who wore his own shape.  Taryn dropped a hand to rest on his spiky feathers and he leaned into her slightly, seeking calm.

The gryphon’s gaze fell on him.  It did not soften, but she ducked her head and uttered a hen-like chirring sound before crisply addressing Taryn once more.  “You have had fair intentions and I imagine you’ve not done poorly by your own standards, but now he needs a proper education.  We have had a clutch hatched some little time past.  Our lord wishes to extend an invitation for my monarch’s storm to foster your foundling until such time as our own young are fledged.”

“Mom?”  Aisling’s voice was sharp with alarm.  “What is she talking about?  Is she taking me away?”

The effect on the gryphon was dynamic.  She leapt, feathers puffed and wings snapping, to gape at Aisling in open shock.  Griffins, as a rule, found spoken language a difficult concept to master.  Although Bancha Sorefoot’s book had emphatically declared that griffins eventually became excellent conversationalists, crude vocalizations and parroted phrases were all that most of them could manage for many, many years.  As a result, the inhabitants of the Valley (who had access neither to griffins, nor to Bancha’s superlative book) had considered them to be mindless beasts, until Taryn’s own fierce prince proved them wrong.  But he was young for it.

“She can’t make me!” Aisling said now, tensing into what almost could be called a pouncing posture.

“No, honey,” Taryn said, petting him while the gryphon recovered herself.  “She’s just offering a little extra help.  No one’s taking you.  It’s your choice.”  And to the gryphon, who was fighting to smooth down her shock-ruffled feathers, “Would you like to come in and have a cup of tea?”

By the end of tea-time, Aisling had agreed to a few nights away, and agreed with a blend of guilt and excitement that made Taryn feel ashamed of his seclusion.  He’d gone to pack, a thing Taryn found a little silly, even though she knew he was only copying her own habits when undertaking a trip.  The gold gryphon had retreated tactfully, if a little impatiently, from the house to give them privacy.  Taryn had continued to sit quietly at the table, drinking her tea and trying very hard not to look like she was being abandoned.

“I’m…I’m taking the book we’re reading.”  Aisling approached the table with her illustrated copy of Tolkien’s The Two Towers in his claws—a great Tolkien fan was her prince—and his eyes were anguished.  “Is that okay?”

“Of course, honey.”

He hesitated there, then said in a shaky rush, “I won’t go if you don’t want me to.”

She’d laughed.  It was even honest laughter, which surely helped.  “Oh, how can you even think that?” she’d asked, hugging him as close as she could, and never mind the gryphon watching them from the doorway.  He was the size of a St. Bernard now, much too big to pick up and cuddle, but he wrapped his scaly forelegs around her neck and that was just as good.  “Shouldn’t I want to see my baby flying?  If our places were reversed, I’d be out in that wild blue yonder before you could finish saying goodbye.”

“Don’t say goodbye,” he whispered, and preened at her hair.  “Please, don’t.”

So she didn’t, even though the word was a choking lump in her throat as she watched him head out the door with her backpack in his beak.  She let his hoarse, “Thanks, Mom,” be the last words between them.  She watched from the doorway as this golden stranger inspected his feathers and lectured him in a brittle and high-handed fashion on the mechanics of wind and wings.  There was one froggish leap, one shaky circle over her roof, and then they were two shallow m’s in an overcast sky, headed west.  She waved for as long as she could see them, and kept waving in case his eyes were better than hers, but eventually her arm got tired and it started raining and she had to go inside where there was nothing to do but sit alone and wait for Antilles to come back from his day’s work, whereupon her first words had been, “Aisling can fly,” followed by a storm of tears.

He had comforted her, but he hadn’t seemed surprised and he hadn’t offered to take her with him when he’d left to begin his long circuit of his Valley.  Not that she expected him to, really, not with her ten months pregnant (or fourteen months, if one went by Earth’s calendar, a thing she found more and more difficult to do these days), and she knew better than to even wish he’d cancel his trip and stay.  But she was lonely.  Every hour of every day, she was lonely.

And then Romany came.

“Hail, thee.”

The same greeting, or at least, the same words.  But it was never the same tone, the same distracted good cheer, the same sly and winking spirit.  She had been given no other name for this Pathfinder, this ageless gypsy who served the Great Dragon, but he was not Romany, not really, and it hurt her heart a little every time to have to say he was.  However much she tried to move on, to forgive, Taryn didn’t think she’d ever see ‘Romany’ when she looked at him.  She would always see the man who had come for her when the real Romany was killed, the man who had taken her away in chains with an iron bridle cutting the grief out of her mouth.

Taryn rose from her chair and opened the door to admit him, readying a smile of greeting she knew he would not return.  He passed over her threshold without comment, and stood tense and expectant in the center of her house, not looking at his surroundings or even at her.  Focusing instead, perhaps, on the very molecules of the air, or invisible ley lines, or remnants of old Roads, or whatever unknowable things the dragon-born Pathfinders preferred to see rather than humans like her.

She told him what she wanted.  He bent his head once in stone-faced agreement.  She sat down again at the table, ignoring him.  She brought out a sheet of the thick, so-smooth paper they produced here in Arcadia and readied a quill.  There were already words written on the top of the page:  This is the hardest letter I’ve ever had to write.

She’d written it the day after the wizard’s death, a year and a half ago now, and she still remembered doing it.  The firelight had made the paper seem golden.  She could still remember the labored sound of Tonka breathing in his sick-berth as Ven tended him (not Tonka then, but Valthi, a name so foreign to her understanding that she could never remember it right away) and the feel of Antilles in his own place of recovery beside her, his hand threaded through hers.  It all still felt close, mere minutes behind her, when she read those ten little words.  Awful memories, and an awful letter.  She had never been able to finish it and never been able to improve on the opening, but now she had to try again.

A lot of things have changed since I got here—

And she’d written about some of them.  Abridged versions gentled to the point of pure fabrication, coupled with omissions large enough to drive the proverbial truck through.  She couldn’t remember now just what lies she’d told them to explain away Antilles being hurt, or Tonka losing his chieftainship, although she knew she had said something at the time.  She didn’t try now to pick up the threads of the lie anyway.  It was time for truth.

—but the one thing that’s never changed is how much I love you all, and how much I miss you.  Especially now, because after all this time, I could really use a good dose of your reality.  Real voices.  Real faces.  Real hugs.

Her pen faltered, and quickly, before she could lose her nerve, she wrote: Antilles asked me to marry him.

The enormity of that welled up and struck her.  Taryn put the pen down and pushed it away, staring at the page and remembering.

Only three nights ago, this had been, in that first evening after Aisling had gone, and it happened as they lay together after love.  She was dozing her way toward sleep to the feel of his hand stroking steadily through her hair when his low, rumbling voice roused her, speaking her name.  At her sleepy hum of acknowledgement, he’d said, “In my few centuries of life, I have been fortunate enough to count many moments that gladly I would live in for all eternity.  Many, aye, and all of them I share with thee.  I would have them all, lady, all there are in every future day.”

She’d smiled, her eyes still shut.  “You sound like you’re proposing.”

“I am.”

It had surprised her.  Surprise like a comet crashing to Earth on a sunny day, surprise like the tree that comes through your safe living room window.  Unlooked-for and explosive, the joy of it utterly eclipsed for those first swollen seconds by sheer disbelief, the proposal lay between them like a wedge.  He was the lord of the Valley, and there were certain realities.  Realities like the one she was carrying even now below her heart.

But he’d still asked her.

And I said yes, Taryn wrote now, her heart sinking.  And I wish I could go on to tell you when and where and how you’re all invited, but there are things I haven’t told you about this place, things I still can’t.

I’m not coming home.

She couldn’t look at the words.  She looked instead at Romany, who had stood silent all this time, unmoved and unmoving.  Nothing in his sentinel’s stance suggested impatience, but all the same, Taryn bent to renew her efforts while the will in her was strong enough to move the pen.

I’ll be home someday to see you.  This isn’t forever, it’s just for now.  There’s more I have to tell you—

Her hand shifted down to stroke the hard lump of new life and she felt a little fist (or perhaps a little hoof) push back at her.

Over the past year, she had tried to tell her family of her pregnancy a hundred times, but the words never came.  She and Antilles never even spoke of it.  In the beginning, she had tried to believe she wasn’t even pregnant at all.  Sure, the wizard’s mark had made her receptive, but Antilles hadn’t worn one, so who could say for sure?

Ha.  She’d known it for a lie even then.  And at night, thoughts came stealing into her heart, memories of the Standing Stones and the ghostly Nameless who were bound to them.  She had fled there that awful night, to ask for their help and to pay for it with the coin of her body.  She had let herself be inhabited by the female, and she could still hear the words that creature had spoken with her own lips, in her own voice:  “Life!  Oh, life in me!”

No, there was never any true doubt.  But as time passed and Taryn’s body remained unchanged, it was easy to pretend.  The fact that she’d had no monthly blood since before her abduction by the wizard, she would not allow to enter her mind.  She stayed at kraal-Rucombe, hardly leaving Ven’s House of Tears and doing what she could to keep Antilles and Tonka (he would be Tonka again, he had to be, there was no Valthi) comfortable.  As long as her belly was flat, she didn’t have to be pregnant.

One month passed.  Antilles took himself back to his cavern in the middle of the night, leaving her the jagged half of his broken horn and a short note that told her to wait for him.  Two months.  Tonka left the Vyengo Machozi.  Antilles returned with his prosthetic horn in place and then left again to pass an official announcement of the wizard’s death on to the residents of his Valley.

The lunar courses of Arcadia followed a forty-day cycle.  Three months here equaled four back home, and Taryn allowed herself to feel a hollow security when that milestone passed and her breeches cinched as tight as ever.  She had the flu, yes, she would admit that much, and it was a lot worse in the mornings, but Ven gave her a little candied ginger to suck on and that helped, that made it better.  She wasn’t pregnant.

Five months.  Antilles returned from his long travels and immediately dispatched some of Rucombe’s scouts to send word to the distant Cerosan that it was now safe to return to the Valley.  He stayed at the kraal until Ven declared that Tanu, the stallion that had been chieftain all this while, was Tonka no longer, and took the hunter Valthi again as her mate, making him Tonka to everyone and not just to stubborn Taryn.  There was a feast to celebrate.  The wine and bloodberry juice flowed heavily, and Taryn had only herb tea, but only because she liked tea.  She wasn’t pregnant.  On the following morning, she and Antilles left Rucombe for her little stone house at the foot of the mountain.

Six months.  She would be eight months gone if she were back on Earth.  She’d be swollen, if she were really pregnant.  She’d be nearly due.  And it was here, at last, that something finally changed.

She’d rolled over in the night and felt a lump, nothing distinct, like the feel of a stone buried under layers of blankets.  ‘That’s him,’ she’d thought, instantly wide awake.  And suddenly, she was pregnant.

Still, she and Antilles didn’t talk about it.  They didn’t prepare cradles.  They didn’t pick out names.

Seven months and it began to show.  His hand caressed the rising curve of her belly one night when they made love and she cried but they still didn’t discuss it.  Eight months.  The time of the Farasai’s Gathering came and Antilles attended, as the lord of the Valley should do.  She went with him and everyone saw.  Everyone knew.  And no one said anything.  

Nine months.  She’d been pregnant for a full year and she could no longer force her breeches to accommodate her changing body.  Antilles brought her a bolt of soft weave back from somewhere in his winter travels and she made a few clumsy maternity dresses in a fog of unhappiness and jubilation.

And now.  A little more than ten months along, which was to say a year and a half back on Earth.  Now he asked her to marry him.  And she’d said yes.  And again, he touched the crowning shape of his child in her, a father’s touch, caressing, protective.  And they did not speak of it.

When it was born, yes.  Then she was sure there would be unrestrained joy.  Excitement.  A parent’s share of cheer and rapture.

Or grief beyond her imagination.

Taryn looked down at her letter.  There is so much I have to tell you, it said.  She shook her head, heartsick, and finished, but I don’t know how.  I’ll write again soon, I promise.  Love always, T.

Romany still did not look at her, but he held out his hand as she folded the paper into an envelope and addressed it.  “Is thee prepared?” he asked.

“Just one thing more.”

From the cluttered surface of her desk, she drew a thick sheath of paper, tied together with hand-woven string.  The Care and Feeding of Young Griffins, it said.  By T.mT.  With apologies to Bancha Sorefoot.  She stood up.  “Now I’m ready.”

He led her from the house, his voice rising in song almost the instant his dusty boot crossed her threshold.  Taryn walked behind him, her eyes on what she could see of her feet as he bent the world around them, seeking out the ancient Roads which had forged the link between so many worlds, worlds conquered, settled, and then forgotten before the humans on Earth had even thought of leaving the caves.  Under her feet, rock became sand became grass became rock again.  The ground was grey, then gold, then black, then once briefly purple and alive with beetle-like things no human eye should ever have to see, and then it was brown blades of trampled grass.  There were sounds of nearby music and shouting, birds chirping and dogs barking, and the rush of traffic uniquely Earth’s.

She turned all the way around and saw the Cascades, still imminently recognizable as the mountains of her childhood, but no longer the mountains she expected to see.  She was home, and the realization made her staggeringly homesick for Arcadia.  She turned again and saw an empty field, unremarkable, in a valley flanked by forest and by buildings.  Earth buildings, now alien to her eyes.  Garish colors, impossibly tall.  

And one, small and squat and grey.  A forgotten concrete building in an empty parking lot with weeds poking through the asphalt.  There were black glass windows, dull and unwashed.  There were shallow stone stairs and a wide stone ramp.  This was the library of Redmond, Washington.  The sleeping library.

Taryn started walking.  Romany followed.

Across the weed-choked field where old Roads ended and where gypsies sometimes came to camp.  Up the steps where the real Romany had once sat folding her paper into dragons.  Up to the dungeon-thick wooden doors that had so impressed a young Taryn in the years before the egg.

They were locked.  Taryn stood aside, her book in her hands, and watched as this Romany slipped his strong hands over the clunky wooden blocks that were the door’s handles.  His muscles flexed once and then he pulled, straining with more than just his body.  Music without words, without even breath, flowed from him.  He pulled; the doors shuddered.  He pulled again; the air bent.  His voice groaned a harrowing harmony as his melody played on unbroken.  He locked his body into place and heaved backwards and finally, the library opened to them.

Inside, it was cool and dark and welcoming.  The air was dense, but not musty.  Lived-in.  Awake.

Taryn moved (her child-forged habits asserting themselves effortlessly even after all the time in Arcadia) to the glass case where, once upon a time, the nameless librarian of her youth had displayed books and things in a theme to attract young readers.  Whoever kept the library now must be a kindred soul.  When she’d come here before with the real Romany, there had been relics of the travels of a mysterious “J”.  Now there were other things: a crumbled bit of brick, a goblet made predominately from the topmost portion of a skull, elaborately-crafted hinges, a scattering of worn-edged and alien coins, a braid of honey-gold hair, maps.  She moved on, glancing once to the community bulletin board beside the inner doors.  A wooden shingle hung there in place of sewing circle notices and lost dog alerts, and it had only two words deeply carved into its surface:  She Stirs.

Romany was at the inner doors already, singing them open for her to pass.  The effort seemed substantial.  Sweat popped on his brow.  His hands trembled where they gripped the handles.  His eyes flickered between gypsy-black and molten flame, spilling light in a seizure of flashes and shadows onto the ceiling.  He was flagging, but he was still Romany.  The doors opened and Taryn passed.

“Hurry,” he gasped as she ducked beneath his bracing arms.

She didn’t.  Neither did she make her way to the shelves where she had found the original Care and Feeding.  Instead, she went directly to the front desk and struck the little bell sitting there firmly with one hand.

“Hai!  Fool!”  The hiss and muted thud of a closing door signaled her guide’s flight.

‘The real Romany would never have abandoned me here,’ thought Taryn, but there was no rancor in her.  She waited.  After a moment, she rang again.  Before the metal tremble of the disturbed air had quite died away, she saw it.  

It began as a wisp of white mist growing around the doorless entry to the librarian’s back room.  It thickened, flowed out and up and downward, and eventually took on the distinct appearance of a wooden door.  Before Taryn’s eyes, color began to fade into it.  A glint of brass became a tarnished latch and it moved as someone on the other side gave it an experimental jiggle.

“Patience, patience,” someone grumbled in a vaporous sort of voice.  “It takes some time, you see.  I’m not at home.”  

Taryn waited.  The door finished filling in and then swung open.  Through this door came, not a distinguished old elf or a good wizard in a cone-shaped cap, but an elderly and very human woman, still handsome despite her years, wearing thin wire-frame spectacles and a rather musty-smelling red robe.  The old woman started to speak, but cut herself off sharply the instant she saw Taryn.  Her pale eyes crawled up and down Taryn’s body over the rims of her glasses.  Her lips pursed.  After a moment, she finished crossing the short distance to the counter and folded her hands atop it.  “So then,” she said, and waited.

“I borrowed a book here last year,” Taryn said.  She set her version of Care and Feeding on the dusty desk.

The librarian turned the stack of bound paper toward her and studied the topmost sheet.  “Aha.”  She looked at Taryn again, longer this time and with less disapproval, before bending laboriously down.  She heard the creak of an unused drawer opening and closing, and when the old woman straightened up, she was pinching Taryn’s library card between her fingers.  

“I was warned you’d never return it,” she remarked, adjusting her glasses so that she could study the card.  “That this was nothing but a ploy for time while you hied yourself away.  I was urged to pursue you.”  She gave Taryn a stern look over the bridge of her nose before returning her attention to the library card.  She was reading whole histories there, it seemed, ones every bit as engrossing as a volume from these shadowed shelves.  “You stole your way in like a thief, after all.”

Taryn said nothing.  Her expression remained mild and at last the librarian set the card down on top of her book.  Her name stared up at her in a six-year-old’s best and most careful printing.  It really had been the best birthday ever.

“But it would have been such a foolish thing to steal,” the librarian concluded.  “So I gave you the benefit of the doubt.  And here you are.”

“Here I am,” she agreed.

“And here is this.”  She looked down at the book and drummed the fingers of one hand on the countertop.  “And it is not how I remember it.  How curious.”

She sounded anything but curious.  Again Taryn refused to fill the silence with explanations.  Eventually, the librarian looked at her.

“Where is the original manuscript?”

“Destroyed in a flood.  I’m sorry.”

“Hmm.”  The librarian’s crooked finger traced a line under Taryn’s name on her worn card, and then tapped her initials where they appeared above Bancha’s name on the book.  She raised his eyes without raising her head.  “What qualifies you to author a copy?” she demanded.

“I’ve spent the last year raising a young griffin.”

The white peaks of her brows climbed sharply.  “No kidding,” she said, and coughed suddenly into her fist a few times.  “I see.”  Her next sniff was more thoughtful.  She inspected the top sheet of the book for a long time without speaking, and suddenly produced a stamp from her right sleeve and pounded a red mark authoritatively over the back of her library card where ‘Care and Feeding of Griffins’ had been written (she could still remember writing it under Romany’s amused and watchful eye).  She did not recognize the language of the symbols now inked on her card and the librarian did not explain them.  She supposed, really, the fewer questions asked here, the better.

“It is,” the librarian said as she thumbed through the book, “an acceptable replacement.  Good day to you.”  She scooped the thing up under one arm and turned around.

“The doors are locked,” Taryn said.

The old woman muttered something and fixed her with a disdainful eye over one hunched shoulder.  “Realm of origin?”

“Earth.”

The librarian’s brow wrinkled.  Her eyes were icy blue, Taryn saw, very clear despite her great age, and she didn’t think there was much those old eyes missed.  The librarian gave her homemade maternity linens a hard stare, then hefted her rustic little book and flipped a few thick pages with her thumb.  Those bright eyes stayed on her the whole time, showing Taryn the intelligence against which she was pitting herself.  “Earth, did you say?  Curiouser and curiouser.”

She didn’t argue and she didn’t explain.

The librarian’s mouth twisted in what might have been a smile.  She turned around.  “Go on then,” she said brusquely, and flapped one hand at her.

So she went.  The handles of the doors were hot under her hands, but they opened easily.  

“Young lady.”

She stopped and looked around.  

Her newly-stamped library card jutted into the air between two gnarled fingers.  Taryn went back for it, but the old woman didn’t release it right away when she tried to take it, and when she finally did, it was with a judicial sort of grunt.  She could feel that speculative stare boring into her back as she left, but the librarian didn’t stop her again.  She walked through the dark and empty foyer to the heavy outer doors and went out from there into the covered overhang of the steps of the Redmond library.

Romany was there, pacing in the sunlight at the bottom of the steps, and for one brief instant, she got to see naked shock on his face.  Then it was gone, covered by the hard eyes and impatience with which he customarily dealt with her.  “And is thy business here done?” he asked.

She took one last look at this, the castle of her childhood, the meeting place of dragons, the birthday gift of six-year-old youth and the saving grace of foundling griffins.  She would never see it again, she realized, and the thought carried its own cloak of grief.

“Yes,” she said.  “That’s that.”

And she walked away.
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Thin Places
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“And this was all you did?” Tonka asked. Beside him, sharing his misgivings, the lord of the Valley awaited her answer with narrow eyes. 

“More or less.  I sent off my letter and picked up my mail, and then he took me back here.”  Taryn’s gaze wandered toward the Jiko.  They were no longer early for the mid-day meal.  Indeed, in a very short time, they would be late.

“And why is it that thee could not be content after thy travels to tend to hearth and home in my absence?” Antilles asked.

“I would have,” Taryn answered, “if he’d taken me all the way home.  But Romany isn’t…well, Romany.  The business at the library took a lot out of him.  There isn’t a Road straight to my door, you know, and he was too tired to make one.  He just came through in a thin place and I walked here from there.”

“He left thee?” Antilles demanded, loudly enough that several horsemen going in to eat paused and looked around.  “He abandoned thee on crossing, and thee so laden?  Has he not been sworn by the lord who fathered him to attend thee?  Misbegotten!  Soulless spawn!”

Taryn looked away, ignoring the raging of her mate to toy with the sleeve of her shift.  It was not a look of guilt, but of idle distraction.  It was, Tonka reflected with wry amusement, a Farasai’s expression when embarrassed by the untoward behavior of another.  He glanced at Antilles, and by the thin, hard humor he saw in his lord’s face, knew that he was not alone in recognizing it.  

“He didn’t just leave me,” Taryn said, since Antilles had quieted.  “I knew where I was.  I told him to go.”

“And he went,” Antilles said scornfully.  “Aye, he went.  Wretch.”

“Where were you left off?” Tonka asked, a thing he felt more vital to voice.

Now Taryn’s attitude became truly evasive.  She indicated a westerly direction and started walking toward the Jiko again.

“The Wizard’s Wood?” Tonka guessed, following her.  And so he supposed it would be named from now until the end of memory, even though the trees were nothing but straggling shards of black in a field of ash-thick soil.  “Still a thin place.”

“As I suspect it shall remain for some time.”  Antilles came in on Taryn’s far side, his head lowered and hands clasped behind him, brooding.  “And still it is a lengthy walk for thee.”

“Yeah, but not as far as walking home,” she pointed out.  “I knew you’d come look for me here and I stayed put.  See how good I am?  I didn’t have to, you know.  I could have easily walked home and you’d have been none the wiser.”

“Oh, aye,” Antilles said sourly.  “I would have known.  Because thee would have stopped to wrestle wyverns on thy way.”

“There are no wyverns in the Valley,” Tonka remarked.

“Ah, but she would have found one.”  Antilles glared down into his mate’s smiling face.  “And I would have had to hear of it at afters,” he told her, “with thee passing unconcerned and dead wyvern strewn from Idle’s Peak to Lover’s Rest.”

“Mmm, wyvern burgers.”

“Look at thee!” the Cerosan burst, flinging out his open hands.  “Thee cannot even pretend at remorse!”

“I haven’t actually done anything wrong,” she reminded him.

“But thee would.”  He glared at her.  “And thee would do it without remorse.  Because thee is—”

“Irish.”

“Over-arrogant.”

“And you love me for it.”

Tonka watched that well-aimed arrow hit and soften his lord’s irritation.  One attempt was made to rally—”I would love thee well-behaved, also”—but whatever bite it had was ruined by the caress of her smooth brow.  “Thee would do well to remember that I ultimately hear of all thee does and act accordingly.  Thee is as well-known in this Valley as I myself.  Nothing thee does escapes my notice.”

Taryn looked concerned.  “Nothing?”

“Nay.  I am lord of this Valley, and you are—”

Taryn rolled her eyes, raised one bent hand and flapped her fingers in an oddly-evocative and utterly alien gesture that nevertheless well-represented the quacking of a swan.  She then went in to eat, leaving Antilles to stare after her, speechless.  After a moment, the great lord looked at Tonka. 

Tonka expressionlessly quacked his own hand at him and soon was obliged to go at full gallop the final lengths to the lodge, laughing heartily all the way.








  
  

4


If


[image: image-placeholder]




Taryn had, if she only knew it, a real talent for truth-telling. The Pathfinder who let himself be known to her as Romany was indeed no equal to she who had first worn the name, and the charred site of the Wizard’s Wood was indeed a very thin place. These two facts were intersected, for if this Romany had even half the power and discipline of the Romany who had first brought Taryn to Arcadia, he would have known at once that he was not the first to pierce that thin veil that kept Arcadia hidden from and yet connected to every other world. No, not even the first since the wizard’s death. That Romany, she of the library steps and all the little dragons that had so captured a child-Taryn’s heart, would have known at once that others had come through before her in the past month or two. 

Many others.

She would have felt the dark slick of the mind that had thinned that bridge to make it passable, perhaps would have even heard its crazed and hungry laughter.  If nothing else, she would have known of the wakening of that awesome intelligence, and felt its lunatic eyes focus in on the two who traveled there without its blessing.

Oh yes, that Romany would have known.

This Romany, far diminished in power and purpose, however strong he believed himself to be when weighed against the others of his human-born kind, knew only the strain of the work he had done already that day.  For him, there was no open eye and press of will, only the irritation he felt for the human his lord commanded to be served and the exhaustion of making Roads merely to carry post (a task as offensive to his mind as raising the sacred sword Azimuthius from the Sobbing Seas and then using it to carve mutton at the table).  In his heart, beneath the simmering resentment at the baseness of his task, lay only the simplest desires—to be back among his own kind before the close of this day and to wash his mind of human staining by seeking communion of thought with others who shared his blood.  And perhaps a communion of flesh as well, for as despicable and demeaning his service to the human might be, still the nearness of her aroused the senses.  The Great Dragon’s desire still clung indelibly to her human soul, coloring all his perception of her, and though this Romany disdained the labors he worked on her behalf, he always parted from her in a fire that knew its quench only in flesh.  He would lie awake tonight, he knew, sweating and trembling and knowing a vague dissatisfaction as he lay beside whomever he took for a partner, and think of her, this human.  He would think of her in the radiance of her mortality, her life-bringing, and feel the vast mind of his lord tasting his thoughts, and then feel the pulse and yearning of the Great Dragon’s desire echoing unanswered in the night.  These were his thoughts.  These were his attentions.

They were read, tasted, discolored, discarded.  And Romany did not know, and so Taryn did not know.  And whatever warning they might have had, whatever disaster and grief might have been averted…that chance was lost forever.
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Home is the Hunter
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Taryn pushed open the heavy door of her little stone house and flung out her arms, crying, “Home is the hunter, home from the hills, and the sailor is home from the sea!” It was not the first time she’d said such a thing. One of these days, he would have to ask her its meaning, but he feared to make her self-conscious of it. The charm of it lay in its spontaneity and the heartfelt way in which she gave the words voice. He would not risk the ending of this ritual by making her mindful of it. 

There was enough he was ending.

Antilles crossed her threshold, touching the iron plate set above her door in a ritual of his own (one she had surely noted, wondered about, but had never questioned).  He saw the stillness of the stone-crafted cabin, felt its lifeless air, then turned and looked outward at the isolation in which it had been set.

Here, in the foothills of the Isauren Mountains, above the wood and across the river from the plains, she was as safe as he could make her from mortal dangers.  Wrapped ‘round in stone and iron, with sigils of safety hidden at every crack and crossing, she was well-defended against magical snares.  And at an easy walk from the cavern he had made his own during this long age of exile, he had preserved his own peace of mind by ensuring she was never far from reach.

His people’s slow return and his duties elsewhere in the Valley had too often forced him from her side in recent days.  This had not been the first time he’d come here only to find her door unbarred and she gone missing.  And looking at her, her and her unborn both, he knew it could not continue.

“Taryn,” he said.  “My maiden.  We must speak.”

“Oh God.”  Taryn left off at once the homecoming tasks of lighting candles and purifying water, and sat down instead.  Her expression was properly contrite on its surface, indulgently amused beneath.  He knew he must go carefully, or she would not hear him.  Aye, more carefully still, else she would argue.

Antilles pulled a second chair around and seated himself, bending to put their eyes more or less on a level.  When he loomed, as he could not help but do, she tended to become defensive.  Taking her hand in his, he said, “My people are returning.”

The smile she did not quite show him faded and a look of apprehension took its place.  She waited.

“There is much that I must do to make ready for them.  I know that I have seen far less of thee than I should like—”

“And now you’re going to see even less,” she concluded.  Her shoulders, braced for emotional impact, fell.  She sighed and sent her eyes away, staring in dejection into the ashes of her hearth instead.  “I understand,” she muttered.

Antilles could feel a glow of pleasure deep in his heart for the mutinous manner in which she voiced understanding, and he was glad yet again that his kind could not smile, for he doubted he could have restrained the thing if the ability were there and this was not the time.

“When I returned here and found thee missing,” he began.

“Oh,” said Taryn, and rolled her eyes.  “This is a lecture.”

“—I knew thee had gone to Rucombe,” he continued, deliberately lowering his ears to show her his disapproval.

She rolled one shoulder, blatantly unapologetic.

“And I feared for thee, that in that journey, thee might have fallen to some danger—”

“Tilly,” she said, in a tone that was half-indulgence and half-threat.

“—that ordinarily I might trust thee to outrun,” Antilles finished, obliged to raise his voice.  

She dropped her eyes, then flinched as this brought her gaze to the curve of her belly, and looked at their bed instead.

“And still I cannot stay with thee, for mine is all this Valley, and thee, however so much thee is beloved, thee is only one.  Nay, I may not stay,” he said, now gently.  “No more than I would ask thee to contain thyself here, for we may neither of us go against our natures.  Mine is to rule.  And thine is to be froward and Irish,” he added.

She burst out laughing, which steeled him some.

“Lady, this is among the last of thy nights in this house,” he said.

Her laughter died away in a slow, knowing sigh.  She looked at the walls of her home, still smiling, and nodded.  “Where are you sending me now?” she asked.

“Ah, my maiden.”  He pulled her out of her chair to settle her again in his arms.  “Wheresoever thee wills,” he said, nuzzling her.  “So long as thee is no more alone.”

“I love this house,” she said softly.

“Aye.”  He brushed the hair from her smooth brow, letting her look and see all there was here for her.  “There are things I shall greatly grieve to leave behind me when at last I return to the palace-keep of Dis, and greatest of all must be the cavern I built for my days of displacement.  But I cannot rule my people from a cave.”

“No, I suppose not.”

“And thee cannot dwell here alone.  Not…”  His eyes traveled down, rested briefly and heavily upon his son or daughter.  “Not now.”

Mute, her eyes too bright, Taryn shook her head.  Antilles nuzzled her once more, but she was stiff in his arms.  He sighed, pressing his brow to her slumped shoulder.  “I make no law that must be obeyed tonight,” he said.  “But hear me, maiden, and know ‘tis law thee must obey.”

“I’ll go to Rucombe,” she said.  There were tears in her voice, if not yet on her face.  She still would not look at him.

“My brave maiden.”

“Do I have to leave it all?” she asked, so plaintively.

“It shall all be sent for,” he promised.  “Lady, if you wish it, I shall have it moved, stone by stone, and rebuilt within thy own courtyard in Dis.”

That won a smile from her at last, and she leaned into him, patting at his cheek.  “I know you would, but that really isn’t necessary.”

He stroked her arm, grazing that sweet slope from shoulder to elbow with the backs of his fingers, because he knew this light touch tickled her.  She did smile, but it was a distracted thing.  Her eyes kept moving, looking at everything but him.  “Lady,” he sighed.  “Taryn, please.”

“Will I ever be home?” she whispered.  “Will I ever get to just relax and be safe?  I swore I’d never regret it, I swore I never would, but dammit, I want to be home!”

“I promise, lady.”  He touched her cheek, then pressed his muzzle to her neck when she refused to face him.  “We will go home together and it shall be the last time for both of us.  But let these places remain, aye, thine and mine, and we shall make a little time now and again to return and pretend for howsoever long we may that we are alone in all the world.”

She nodded, turning to him at last.  There was grief in her eyes, but it gladdened him, for she did not try to hide even that.  “I’ll start packing tomorrow,” she said.

He stood, lifting her with him, and tasted the undercurve of her jaw.  “My brave maiden.”

She reached up her hand and struck her fingertips against his metal horn.  The sound hung in the air like the tolling of a festival bell, and it stayed with him long after every other sound died away.
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Taryn woke up alone. It surprised her. She’d always been a fairly sound sleeper, but a minotaur clopping over a stone floor, even one partially-covered by nyati-pelt, was a whole lot of alarm clock. Nevertheless, Antilles was gone. 

He’d left her a couple of nut-bread cakes in a conspicuous spot.  It was thoughtful of him, but it was also mildly irritating.  He didn’t think she was eating enough.  No one on this planet would be happy until she was fat and tan.  Sometimes she had a sense of humor about that.  Today, looking around at a cabin she had been (ever so gently) ordered to leave, was definitely not one of those times.  She decided she’d eat them anyway.  It’d be one less thing she’d have to pack.

A heavy whump on her roof put a halt to those thoughts.  Taryn stood frozen, staring at the thatch over her head and hugging her breakfast in both hands.  She heard claws scratching at the slate as something big walked to the edge of the roof, and then there was a second whump, that of a large body leaping to the ground.

Her first fractured thought was of fellcats—the giant, brutal beasts of prey that terrorized the Valley—but another moment’s consideration put a stop to that idea.  Fellcats had great horizontal reach, but they didn’t do a lot of up-jumping and they weren’t tree climbers.  The smoke from her hearth had kept her house clear of the beasts all this time, and while smoke was no guarantee against one intent on eating her, a real fellcat was hardly likely to leap up to investigate the chimney head-on.  And that left just one thing it could be.

Taryn opened the door.  “Aisling?”

He was sitting a few meters away.  Slumping was perhaps a better word.  His wings, his shoulders, even his tail—everything about him was bowed with depression.  His backpack with the few possessions he’d packed so excitedly just days before sat discarded beside him, the weathered straps still loosely looping one taloned foreleg.  He sighed.

Taryn’s heart went out ahead of her mouth.  “Oh baby, what happened?”

He looked at her over one crumpled shoulder, then looked back at his forefeet.  He picked at the ground with his talons, waiting as she came out to kneel beside him.  “I’m okay,” he said listlessly.

Taryn put her arms around him, rubbing the sleek feathers above his beak in the same gentle circles she’d used since the day he’d hatched in her closet.  Usually, it brought his feathers puffing out.  This time, he merely turned and pressed his head to her shoulder.  She hugged him, wondering how bad this was.  “Um, honey?  Do the other griffins know where you are?”

“Probably,” he muttered.  He drew back, clutching at her hand with his scaly talon.  “Are you going to make me go back?”

“I’m not going to make you do anything,” she promised.  “Can you tell me what happened?”

“Aww, nothing happened.”  He let go of her and heaved himself onto his feet.  Aisling headed out on the path, not down to the woods and the Valley beyond, but up into the mountains, towards the cavern Antilles used for home when he wasn’t staying with her.  His tail drooped in the dirt and he dragged his backpack behind him.  “It was just stupid.  Is Dad home?”

“No.  I’m not sure where he’s at, actually.”

“Oh.”  Aisling sat down again, pulling his backpack in front of him and then slumping over it.  He played with one of the straps, then sighed and rubbed at his eyes.  That was a sure play for sympathy.  Griffins couldn’t cry.

Taryn went to him, pulling his head against her (not as easy as it once was, now that Baby was so big), so that she could stroke his feathers.  “What did they do, Aisling?” she asked, bracing herself for schoolyard horror-stories.

“Nothing,” he said.  The word was muffled against her body, but he clarified it by pulling back and crying, “They didn’t do anything!  All day long, every single stupid day!  Nothing!”

“Oh, honey.”

He reared up awkwardly to hug her, pushing his beak against her neck and fluttering his wings for balance.  He was heavy and left Taryn feeling dangerously unstable on her feet, but she couldn’t bring herself to push him back.  His sides were heaving and his forelegs were trembling, and just because griffins couldn’t make tears didn’t make him any less miserable.  

“I thought I was going to be the smallest one there, or the biggest, but they were all just my size and I thought it was going to be great, but it wasn’t!  We all had to sit there in a big group and every day, the grown-ups flew off to go hunting and we had to just sit there!  Just sit there!  Staring at each other!”

She wanted to ask if that was so bad, but clearly it was, so she said nothing.

“None of them could talk!  All of them just sat there!  Everything I did made them nervous!  I couldn’t talk or read or run around or anything!  And every single stupid night, everyone else’s mom came home and took them into their den and I had to sit there in the bowl all night by myself!”

Taryn frowned, rubbing Aisling’s shoulders.

“The cobs took us flying, and I thought that was going to be okay, but we had to fly in formation, we couldn’t just get out there and swoop around!  I tried to practice on my own when the other kids were sitting around and the guardian made me stop.  She didn’t even ask me to stop, she just bit me on the wing!”

Taryn pulled back to look and sure enough, all along his left wing were deep, blood-lined dimples.  Outrage swiftly grew into good, old-fashioned Irish anger.

“I’m okay,” he muttered, folding his wings away from sight.  All the tension fell out of him at once and he dropped to the ground and sat, staring away from her.  “It didn’t really hurt, but…they didn’t want me there.  The only reason they said they did was so I could grow up there and make babies for them.  They never would have come to get me if I was a girl.”

Taryn bit her lip, still simmering, but trying to think past it to a little reason.  “Oh, Aisling, I’m sure they would have.”

He looked at her, then away.  “There were a hundred fledglings,” he said dully.  “There were only three boys besides me, and I was the only boy-gryphen.”

Taryn hunted for something to say, and all the unspoken anger that she couldn’t let out found its way into Aisling all at once.

“Well, I’m not going to make their stupid babies!” he shouted.  “And I’m not going back and I’m not going to live with them and…and I’m never going to make babies with them!”

Taryn’s heart sank.  She petted him for a few minutes, listening to his rapid, angry breathing.  There was a wheezy quality to some of it that could have been a peep with a little extra effort.  Her poor little prince.

“I thought they missed me,” he whispered suddenly.  His forelegs slid out and he dropped onto his belly, resting his chin in the dirt.  He stared into space, then squeezed his eyes shut.  “I thought they were going to be happy to see me.  I thought…”

“Aisling.”  Taryn sighed, forcing herself to her knees again so that she could pull his head onto her lap.  He rolled over obediently, but still wouldn’t look at her.  “I’m sorry, baby.  Oh, I did everything wrong.”

“It’s not your fault, Mom.  They’re the stupid ones.”

“They aren’t stupid, honey, they’re griffins.  They have rules I didn’t follow when I was raising you.”  She stroked his feathers.  “But please don’t give up on them.”

“I’m not going back.  Ever.”

“That’s your decision.”  She heard flapping and looked up to see a griffin circling her house.  And how ugly was this going to get?  She wished Antilles were here.

Aisling was watching too, although he moved nothing but one gold eye.  Every other part of him lay still, limp in the dirt.  He pressed his head into Taryn’s side and ignored the griffin who landed and stalked toward them.  Taryn thought it might be the same one who had come to collect him initially.  Whoever it was, she made that same maternal chirring sound as she approached, fluffing her feathers.

“Go away,” Aisling said bluntly.

The griffin stopped.  Her feathers slicked back.  She looked at Taryn, who looked back at her.  The griffin rubbed at her beak and then sat down where she was.

“Um.”  Very tactfully, Taryn adjusted her voice to betray none of what she felt about neglect in general and wing-biting in particular, and adopted a merely interested tone.  “I was under the impression that an education was involved here.”

The griffin glanced skyward, managing somehow to sneer despite not having flexible lips.  But her voice was calm, if clipped, when she said, “Young one, you have much to learn about the way things are done.” 

“Then I’ll learn it here.”

“Aisling,” Taryn began.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”  The griffin shot Taryn a raptor’s stare.  “You’ve been human long enough.  It is time you learned how to be a griffin.”

Aisling sprang up, shaking off Taryn’s hands to shout, “I already know how to lie around doing nothing all day!”

Now the other griffin bristled.

“Let’s try to calm down here,” Taryn ventured.

“What is it you expect?” the griffin demanded.  “Are we to treat you differently from every other fledgling for that you have been so grossly mis-reared?  She may not know how better to keep you alive, but our young are precious to us!  We do not risk them!”

“You don’t do anything with them!” Aisling snorted.  “You’re the worst parents in the world.  I wish I was human.  I’d rather be the worst human ever born than a good griffin like you!”

Oh gods and grief.

“Aisling, go inside,” Taryn said, and she used her ‘right now’ voice.

Aisling flattened his feathers and went, snatching up his backpack and folding his wings in a series of angry snaps.  A second later, the door slammed.

The other griffin was lightly trembling, and if Taryn didn’t know better, she might think she was looking at fear.  She did know better.  She knew she wasn’t.  Those raptor eyes were sparking and those talons dug divots into the stone beneath her feet.  The griffin that faced her was nine hundred pounds of pure rage and there was less than an arm’s reach between them.

“So,” said the griffin, her voice scarcely audible.

“I am trying harder than I expect you will ever believe to keep him open-minded, but you are going to ruin any possibility you have at making friends with him,” Taryn said.

“Friends!”  Those talons clenched, gouging out shards of solid rock.  “I am not interested in making friends!  He belongs with his own kind!” 

“No, he belongs with his family, and you are destroying your only chance to be a part of that family.”

“You—”

The door swung open.  “I’m not making babies for you!” Aisling shouted, and slammed it shut again.

If it were possible for a griffin to pale, she would have.  Taryn’s heart sank and burned at the same time as she saw that Aisling was probably right after all, that they never would have come to get him, if only he’d been female.

“You need to go now,” Taryn said.  “I’ll talk to him and I’ll try to get him to give you another chance.  But it may take a while, thanks to you, and in the meantime, you might want to think about showing him that you want him as much as you need him.”

The griffin looked at her.

“And if you can’t,” Taryn said, her voice hardening.  “Then you leave him alone.  I may have done a lot of things wrong, but I always loved him, and when I see him hurting, I lose all my sense of perspective and it’s easy for me to do things that I might otherwise regret.”

“Is that a threat?” the griffin scoffed.

“You’re goddamn right it is.”

The griffin drew back, blinking.

“If my boy comes home with another bite mark on his wing, you will never see him again.  That’s a fact.”

The griffin ducked her head.  It was more a twitch than a true show of remorse, but she had trouble meeting Taryn’s steady gaze afterwards.  After a few long seconds of silence, she quietly said, “Do you know how few gryphen this world has left?”

“I know there’s going to be a damn sight fewer if you succeed in making him hate his own kind.”  Taryn glanced back at the house and glimpsed a blur of gold at the window as Aisling ducked away.  She sighed and shook her head.  “If it makes the other children nervous, I’m sure Aisling can restrain himself to normal activities during the day, but you find him someone who’ll take him in at night and talk to him.  Give him a place to go where he can read, if it’s so upsetting for the others to have to see it.  And let him go hunting sometimes.  He needs to feel useful.”

“Our fledges do not hunt until their talons and beaks have fully hardened.”

“Life is about compromise,” Taryn said.  “I’m making one now.  You’d better meet me halfway, because I may have to talk all night to get him to agree to go back, but it’ll take just two words out of me and he’ll never see you again.”

The griffin held her stare for a moment more, and then looked away.  “I…will see what I can do.”

“Good.  So will I.”  Taryn turned around and headed for her home.  The griffin flapped off without another word.

Aisling was curled up in his den when she opened the door.  It had been hugely oversized for him when the house was built, but now it was too small.  He’d backed his lion-half into it and pulled his baby blanket over his head, and if he knew how hulking and ridiculous he looked, he sure wouldn’t appreciate being told.  “I wish Dad were here,” he muttered.

“No, you don’t.”  Taryn put the kettle on and sat down, massaging at her back.  “Tilly’s spent way too much time doing things he’s hated because it was expected of him to have much sympathy for you.  Plus, there’s a certain diplomatic angle to consider.  Technically, the griffins fall under the Dragon’s rule.  We’re trying to be nice to each other.”

Aisling heaved a sigh and dragged his blanket off, watching her rub at her various Baby-aches.  “I’m sorry,” he said.

“Honestly, honey, I don’t think you did anything wrong.”

“I guess I could have been nicer.”  He squeezed out of his den and crawled over to rest his chin on her foot.  “I just…I always thought it would be so different.  I thought they’d be proud of me and have so much stuff to teach me.  And I thought…I thought I’d get to fall in love someday.  Not just…”

“I know.”  Taryn reached around the mountain of her midsection to rub his beak.  This time, his feathers puffed, just a little bit.  “Honey, no one knows what the future will bring.  I sure didn’t know I’d end up here.  But even the worst moments—”  She brought her hand up to rest on her belly.  “—have led to some of the best ones.”

“What do you think I should do?”

Taryn sighed.  “Gosh, it would be so easy to tell you to do what makes you happy.  Aisling, these are your people.  You can’t ignore that.”

He hung his head.  “I know.”

“It doesn’t help that I’m human.  Our track record here has been pretty terrible.”

“Yeah.”

“The other griffins may not know quite how to react to you, baby, but they are trying.  And I think you need to try, too.”

“Kay,” he said dissolutely.

The kettle was steaming.  Taryn glanced at it, but didn’t get up.  “Sleep on it,” she urged.  “Don’t do anything until you’ve had the chance to think about it.  You should never make big decisions when you’re still upset.”

“Kay,” he said again, but he did look marginally better.  “Can I have one of these?  Along with everything else they don’t do, griffins don’t eat cake.”

“Go ahead,” said Taryn, ruffling his feathers.  “There are very few problems in this world or any other that can’t be made at least a little better with the right cake.”
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Lordly Concern
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Antilles returned during the golden hours of the afternoon, pushing open the door after a perfunctory thump to announce himself. He paused there at the threshold, his ears rotating into an I-see position as he looked at Aisling. But, “Hail, lad, how fare thee?” was all he said, God bless him. 

“Well, I’m here.  What does that tell you?”  Aisling stuck his head back into his outgrown den, but Taryn noticed the glint of one open eye peeking back over her young griffin’s shoulder.

“It tells me more than you mean to say, perhaps.”  Antilles hung up his axe and went to Aisling, sharing a wry glance with Taryn as they passed.  It struck her as a very fatherly look, and that in turn made the little life she carried seem suddenly much heavier.  Antilles sat down on the floor and clasped his hands comfortably, regarding the griffin in watchful silence.  At last, he said, “No one has the right nor the authority to command your loyalties, lad.  You will never hear your mother tell you to return and stay and be gryphen forever in the Aerie Domain.”

Slowly, Aisling raised his head, but didn’t look at Antilles.  He pecked at his talons instead.

“Nor shall I tell you what path to forge into your own future.  But I shall tell you one thing, lad, one thing which my own father told me, and know that it is a true thing.”

Aisling visibly braced himself.

Antilles said, “Tis far more important to do the right thing than to obey even the law of a lord.  It matters not what ten thousand others may see in your actions nor hear in your words, so long as you know you acted with honor.  Aisling, my lad,” he said quietly, “did you act this day with honor?”

Taryn bit her lip to keep from a rush of defensive or comforting words.  She focused on her clothes, shaking them out, folding them, packing them into a basket for the move.  The rustle and snap of the fabric seemed very loud, but she could hear it when Aisling’s breath began to heave in and out of him with a breathy ghost-peep.

“No,” Aisling whispered.  “I just…I just left.  And when she came after me, I…”

Taryn ran out of the clothes and started packing books.  She didn’t even look at them.  Her ears throbbed with the strain of listening and not explaining.

“Leave if you must, lad, but not like that.”  Antilles stroked a hand down Aisling’s feathers, patted the leonine flanks, and then stood.  “Not for the relations of this land and that.  Not for the storm that fosters thee and not for thy mother’s peace of mind, but for thee.  We are all the architects of our own honor.  Watch well what you build.”

Aisling stood up, tail drooping.  “Mom was right,” he sighed.

“Oh aye?  In what regard?”

“She said you’d been a lord too long to let me sulk around over this.  I was kind of enjoying the sulk, too.”

Antilles rolled a laughing eye back at her and stroked Aisling’s feathers again.  “Wisdom is one of thy mother’s many virtues.”

Aisling stood for it, puffing his feathers under each pass of the Cerosan’s hand, but his eyes were on his backpack.  At last, he groaned and shook himself.  “I guess I’d better go back.”

“What, tonight?”  Taryn turned, dismayed.  “You only just got here!”

“Mom, I have to.”  Aisling lifted his head high, looking very resolute as he retrieved his backpack and double-checked its contents.  “Dad’s right.  I can’t leave them like this, and you’re right, they are my people and I can’t ignore that.  They sure didn’t take long to find me, which means they must have expected me to run away eventually as soon as they met me.  And I bet they expect me to stay gone, too.  And I’d like to,” he added.  “Because they are a major pain in my ass.”

Antilles glanced at Taryn and shook his head.  She feigned innocence, blushing.  She really had put quite a mouth on her little prince.

“But they’re not right about me, “Aisling went on.  “I’m better than that.  I’m still not making their stupid babies—”

Now Antilles frowned, his ears cocking forward.

“—but I’m not giving them the satisfaction of quitting.  The hell with them.”

“Aisling!”

“Sorry, Mom.”  He paused, then dropped his pack and came over for a hug.  “I missed you a lot,” he said.  “The other griffins think they’re so great just because they’re griffins, but they’re not.”  He preened at strands of her hair, then dropped and turned back to Antilles.  “And I’ve got the best dad there.”

“The tallest, certainly,” replied Antilles, dipping a horn.

“The best!” Aisling insisted, almost fiercely.  “The only thing they’ve taught me is that you don’t have to care about babies to make them!”

Taryn’s hand drifted down to touch the mound of her belly.  Antilles did not look at her or give any indication that he marked the movement, but his expression turned grave.

“None of them would have cared about me doing the right thing,” Aisling said.  He picked up his backpack and went to the door.

“Stay tonight,” Taryn pleaded.

“I’ll be there before it gets dark,” he promised, and gave his wings a flap.

“But—”

“I’ll be all right, Mom.”  He slipped out and closed the door behind him.

“Oh!”  Taryn rushed after him, but Antilles reached out calmly and caught her wrist. “It’s late,” she told him unhappily.

“There are hours yet before nightfall,” Antilles  said, rubbing her hip with a sympathetic expression.  “And he knows the way.”

“But he only just got here,” she said again, her voice small.

“Ah, my maiden.”  He shook his head, keeping his eyes on hers without blinking.  “It would be a simple thing to stay tonight, not so simple to leave come the dawn.  Every hour he remains with thee weighs on his resolve.”

She hung her head, picking at the stays of her bodice.  

“He’ll be well enough,” Antilles said, rubbing her hip.  “If not so cared for as he has been, at least more worldly, and even that is strength for later days.”

“I know, I know.”  Taryn gathered up dishes with a fussiness that should have included far more fragile materials than wood and baked clay.  She bundled them all into her arms, and then realized she’d run out of baskets to pack things into.  “Christ, I wish I could stop worrying,” she muttered, hunting for a box or a bucket or something.  “I’m turning into my mother.”

He laughed his smile-less laugh.  “But not tonight, I hope.  Here, Taryn, leave that.”  His arm ensnared her ample waist, towing her in to sit upon his lap.  He plucked the dishes from her hands, set them aside, and brushed back her hair.  “Ease thee,” he murmured.  “I’ll miss the lad, but I’ll not waste the night this gives us.”

“Oh, you think so, huh?”

“I am not lord for naught.  I will take my privilege, human.”  He pulled her closer, ignoring her giggling cries for help, and nuzzled at her neck.  “Aye, scream.  Struggle.  I’ll have thee, and I’ll drink the honey of my name from thy sweet lips before this night dies.”

“And you say I’m arrogant.”

“Tis never arrogance if truth.”  He began to pluck at the ties of her bodice, his breath warm at her throat.  “And truth it is, human.  Thee knows as well as I that this fair body can deny me nothing.  As I can deny thee nothing.”

She twined her arms around his neck, pressed her lips to his cheek, and whispered, “I want to hunt wyverns.”

He drew back, frowning.  “Permit me to rephrase.”

Someone knocked at the door.

Both of them looked around in some surprise.  There weren’t a lot of knockers in Arcadia.

“Hold.”  Antilles lifted her onto her feet and went to answer, pulling his axe from the wall as he passed it.  He shifted the bar, shouldered his axe in a relaxed, yet menacing way, and opened up.

There followed a long silence during which Taryn tried in vain to see through Antilles and his broad back.  What broke it was a voice she hadn’t heard in more than a year, one she was still coming to terms with never hearing again.

“Well,” said Rhiannon dryly.  “I can see why you’re marrying him.”
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Rhiannon
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“How did you get here?” 

It was the first thing she could think of to say and clearly, it was also the main point of interest for Antilles.  Rhiannon, however, met the question with a look of pure scorn.

“I took a bus,” she said, and flung out her hands.  “I hitched in with the singing gypsy!  How else?”

“But how did you know about him?”

“Oh, like you made it so hard!  I drove up to the mailbox place and waited for him to pick up the letters!”

Taryn sat down heavily, her hands fluttering up to grip the table.  She thought she’d been so careful.  “Oh,” she said.

“Anyway, I’m just here to…”  Rhiannon trailed off as Antilles stood up.  She stared up at the ceiling as he put the kettle back over the coals, frowning into the thatch and speaking in an odd, tight voice.  “I’m here to let you know from Mom and Dad that if you want to get married, that’s one thing, but if you think you’re walking down the aisle anywhere but on Dad’s arm, you are sorely mistaken.”

Antilles set cups of tea on the table, glanced at Rhiannon, then at the ceiling, then at Taryn.  He dipped his horns roguishly.  “Thy fuel stores run low,” he said.  “I’ll fetch in more tinder.”

“Thanks.”

Antilles picked up a working axe and headed out, nodding to Rhiannon as he passed.

She was quiet until the door closed.  Only then did she bring her stare down from the ceiling.  “Sorry if I interrupted anything,” she said.

“They’re all nudists here, remember?”

“Sheesh.”  Rhiannon leaned back in her chair to crack the door open, peeking out into the sunset.  “Yeah, but there’s a big difference between a nudist and a naked guy.  And in this naked guy’s case, a really big difference.  How’d you get used to it?”

“I started sleeping with him.”  She shrugged as Rhiannon stared around at her.  “But I’m sure there’s other ways.”

Rhiannon smiled for the first time.  It wasn’t much of a smile, weak and fluttery, but at least it took some of the angry light out of her eyes and let her look like her sister again.  “Let’s hope, seeing as he’s already engaged.”

Then the smile faded and for a moment, Taryn had a clear look at something dark and unhappy underneath.  Rhiannon turned away to shut the door, stayed turned for a second or two, and then swung back, stoic.  “So you’re under orders not to get married until Mom and Dad can come.  And I’m warning you right now, Mom’s going to flip when she sees why you’re getting married.”

“Why I’m…?”  Taryn looked down at herself.  “Oh.”

“Oh sure.  Like you forgot.”  Rhiannon sniffed at the contents of a teacup, sipped, made a face, then set it down again.  She looked around, her face melting through various expressions of interest, amusement, and pity.  She said, “It’s amazing how much this place actually looks like your old apartment, despite this hippie love-groove thing you’ve going on.”  She picked up a Polaroid in a wooden frame arranged near the bed—Taryn and her fierce prince, sound asleep by the fire—one of Tilly’s first attempts to use the camera.  “Is this Aisling?  Where is he?”

“You…You know about Aisling, too?”

“Well, duh!”  Rhiannon shot her a hot glance and put the photo down again.  “You’ve had that egg for as long as I could remember, and then one day, out of the blue, you announce you’re moving to Africa and you can’t even wait to clean out your old apartment.  So we have to do it for you and, lo and behold, the egg in your closet is gone and the trashcan in the kitchen is full of crushed eggshells.  So either you had the whole neighborhood over for egg-salad sandwiches or something hatched.  How dumb do you think we are?”

“I didn’t know you knew about the egg.”

“Never mind.”  Rhiannon sat down again and played with the handle of her cup.  “I’m being a bitch and I know it.  It’s been a bad few weeks.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Stupid stuff.”  Rhiannon shrugged, avoiding her eyes.  “Nothing worth talking about.  Where’s Aisling?”

“Visiting some other griffins.”

“Great.  So I won’t get to see your little orphaned African child after all.  And I came all this way.”

Taryn felt herself blushing.  “I had to say something.”

“Yeah, I guess you did.”  Rhiannon shrugged, taking another sip of tea.  “The guy who brought me here kind of took off.  Is it okay if I…?”

Taryn’s lips quirked.  “Well, it’s that or put you up at the Holiday Inn down the road.  Yes, of course you can stay.  We’re going to Rucombe tomorrow morning.  You can meet Tonka.”

“Yeah?”  Rhiannon brightened, then scowled.  “I wouldn’t want to lose my gypsy.”

“He knows to look for me there if I’m not here.”  Taryn reached across the table to catch Rhiannon’s hand.  “Say yes.  It’s been so long and I’ve missed you so much.”

The mask of indifference Rhiannon wore cracked a little.  She looked down at their hands, joined on the table.  “Yeah,” she said.  “Me, too.  Things…things really haven’t been going too well, you know?  I could use a little break from reality.”

“Oh, believe me,” Taryn said, trying to laugh.  “This place gets plenty real.”

Rhiannon said nothing.

Taryn’s smile died.  “What’s going on, Bit?”

“Don’t call me that, Boogerhead,” Rhiannon replied, but it had an automatic sound.  When she looked up, her eyes were too bright.  “I—”

Antilles pushed the door open with his hoof, both arms laden with cut wood.  “What decided?” he asked briskly.

“Looks like I’m coming with you to Rucombe,” Rhiannon said.  She pulled her hand away from Taryn and looked at the ceiling again.  “Where I get to stare at more naked people.  Joy.”

Antilles chuckled, stacking firewood in the bin.  “Aye, well, so long as you take joy in it, what harm?”  He bent to nuzzle at Taryn’s shoulder.  “I’ll sleep this night in my cavern, lady.  Let thee and thine have some chat.”

“Tomorrow,” she said, and whether he received it as a promise of when to meet and travel out to Rucombe, or as a promise of when to continue their night’s embrace, she left to his discretion.  By the devilish glint in his eye, he would appear to lean toward the latter interpretation.

“Aye, tomorrow.”  He nuzzled her again, then straightened and dipped a horn at Rhiannon.  “I greet you gladly, sister, and give you good eve.”  He clapped her on the shoulder in passing and let himself out.

Taryn rose to set the bar, and when she turned around, Rhiannon was sitting backwards in her chair, watching her.

“Were you ever going to tell us you were pregnant?” 

‘Not until I knew whether or not my baby would live,’ Taryn thought, and said, “I didn’t want to worry Mom.”

“You’re a little late for that.”  Rhiannon ducked her head, rubbed restlessly at her hair, and looked up again.  “I’m sorry.  I’m just strung out and tired.  I drove all day and then waited forever outside the post office, and that gypsy didn’t give me any nap time before we took off.”

“Of course.  It can be a lot to handle.”  Taryn gestured toward the bed.  “It’s very comfortable.”

“Yeah.”  Rhiannon never glanced at it.  “You don’t look the way I remember you.”

Taryn hunted for a joke, then abandoned the effort.  “Neither do you.”

The little sister who had spent the mercurial years of high school bouncing happily from job to job and boy to boy without any sign of slowing was gone.  This was a stranger, a dark, unhappy stranger who wore her sister’s clothes and used her voice in mean mockery of the real Rhiannon.

Rhiannon nodded, looking tired.  She got up, picked at her shoes until they could be kicked off, and then crawled onto the bed.  She turned onto her side as Taryn sat again at the table.  She didn’t say anything.  Taryn chose to believe she fell asleep.
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Rhiannon was dreaming. 

She knew she was dreaming—she almost always did—but despite knowing, it was very difficult to disbelieve in her new surroundings.  It was a dream, but it was a very vivid dream.

She was in a tent.  The tent was made of leather hides, broadly stitched together.  The ground beneath her feet was dry grass, very fresh.  The tent hadn’t been here more than a few hours.  She could hear people moving around outside—talking, laughing, making camping-out noises.  Music was playing, thumping out gangsta rap completely at odds with her rustic surroundings.  She could smell smoke.  It was the first time she’d ever noticed a smell in a dream.  The lucid part of her recognized she was probably smelling smoke right there in the wood-burning hearth, but it still didn’t seem right.

“Mmm.  Very nice.”

It was a man’s voice, and when Rhiannon turned towards it, she saw a man standing in the tent with her.  She was quite sure he hadn’t been there before, but this was a dream, and that was certainly the sort of thing dreams did.

The man looked back at her and she looked at him.  He was pretty.  Creepy-pretty, the kind that made a girl jealous.  He was tall and slender, with flowing locks of pale blond hair and features as fine as china.  On another man, these things might combine to make him seem effeminate or flouncy, but there was a very real look about him as he studied her that let her know he was a man looking at a woman and liking what he saw.  The feeling was not mutual.  Far from being attractive, his delicate perfection was in some way repulsive.  Maybe it was in his eyes—eyes that were murky, slightly slanted, with yellowish sclera.  His face may be angelic, but his eyes…his eyes were dirty windows to a diseased soul.

“Where are you?” the man asked.  “Kiago?  Stonwin?  Or are you in the Valley?”

Rhiannon raised her eyebrows and folded her arms.  “Aaaand…who the hell are you again?”

He looked surprised, then cautiously pleased.  “That’s not Arcadia-English,” he remarked.  “That’s not even Avalon-English.  That’s America-English, by Jove.  And I know you’re not one of mine…”  His eyes sharpened suddenly and he stepped back with a whole-body flex of shock.  “Are you Taryn MacTavish?”

Jesus H. Christ.  Even in her dreams, she was second-billing.

“No!” she snapped.  “I’m not!  I’m Rhiannon MacTavish and who the hell are you?”

The man laughed, openly delighted.  “A cousin, perhaps?  A sister?”

“Fine.”  She spun on her heel and started for the tent flap.  “Keep ignoring me, jackass.  Two can play—”

She stopped there, violently reminded that this was all just a dream.  She had yanked open the tent flap for a good, old-fashioned huffy exit, and it had opened on blackness.  Not night, but blackness.  Blankness.  She could still hear the multitudes moving around, but there was nothing here.

“I wouldn’t recommend going any further.  I’m not sure what that would do to you.”  The man put his hand over hers and helped her close the black away.  He smiled at her.  “Perhaps you’d just better answer my question.”

“Yes, I’m Taryn’s little sister!”  Rhiannon shoved out a sigh and rolled her eyes, stalking to the other side of the tent.  “And I’m so very sorry that you can’t be dreaming of her right now, but I’m sure that…I mean, that I can’t be dreaming of…you dreaming of…”

“It’s a little bit of both,” the man said.  He walked a circle around her, rubbing his thin hands together as he looked her up and down.  “I didn’t know Taryn had a sister.”

“You probably don’t know she’s allergic to shellfish either, but she is.”  Rhiannon backed into the wall of the tent, irritated, making it impossible for him to continue circling.  “What do you want, fella?”

“For now?  Just to look at you.  You’re very pretty, but of course, you knew that.”

“Of course,” Rhiannon said, mimicking his lofty tone with a scowl.

“Do you look like her?  Like Taryn?”

“No.  She’s considerably better-looking and more perfect in every possible way, except that I’m thinner at the moment.”

“Oh?  Oh.  That’s right.”  The man clapped his hands together in a brisk that-settles-that sort of way.  “Well.  I like what I see in you, and there’s a certain poetic justice in the idea that I find appealing.  I think I can stop looking.”

“Looking for what?  Mister, you better start making some serious sense, or—”

He vanished.  Then the tent.  It was blank for a moment, and then she woke up.  

Rhiannon’s first glimmer of consciousness came without awareness of herself.  There was only a vague impression that this was not her bed, and as soon as that fact anchored itself in her, memory cut through the haze of sleep:  If you think I’m paying for that lousy fuck—

She opened her eyes and rolled over, her heart pounding, but Jordan wasn’t there.  In place of his contemptuous stare, there was a mass of red hair and the pale slope of a shoulder.  Taryn.  This was Taryn’s bed.  She remembered now.

She settled back into the pillows.  Feather-stuffed things, rough-wrapped, smaller than she was used to.  Like the blankets, they didn’t come in standard sizes.  Or like the bed, for that matter, which was simply huge.  Of course, it would have to be, if it was supposed to hold a minotaur as well as her big sister.

Her really big sister.

Rhiannon’s eyes wandered back Taryn’s way, traveling slowly up the mountain around Taryn’s middle.  The baby.  Her sister was having a baby.  Bizarre.  It even looked surreal.  Parasitical, almost.  Taryn herself looked so normal—thin, even—except for this swollen lump attached to her stomach.  She wondered how far along she was.  She wondered why she hadn’t said anything.

No, actually, she didn’t wonder that.  It was just one more secret Rhiannon had been shut out from.  One more slap in the face from the one person Rhiannon had never thought could want to hurt her or lie to her.

In the moonlight, Taryn was beautiful.  It hurt a little, and Rhiannon didn’t know why.  She’d never thought of her sister as beautiful before, never thought of her as anything but just her big sister before, someone to look up to, someone to occasionally live up to, but no one special.

Here, she was special.

Rhiannon rolled away from her sister and stared out the window at the unfamiliar terrain of Arcadia in the early morning light.  Plenty of room in the big bed Taryn shared with her minotaur.

That hadn’t been a surprise.  Back home, from the moment that first Polaroid came, they’d all known the fellow Taryn so coyly referred to as ‘kind of the local king’ was a minotaur, and not, as she’d indicated, tribal royalty in his bull-mask.  Seeing that first photograph had been a shock, all right, but even by then, Rhiannon had known better than to expect anything as normal as an African prince.  No, what Taryn was pregnant with could never be more surprising than Taryn being pregnant at all.

Rhiannon could remember being sixteen, meeting Taryn for midnight sundaes after a movie-date with her first real boyfriend, her body still tingling from a little back-row necking.  She’d asked, still stammering and dreamy-eyed, how long Taryn had waited before doing the big It.  And Taryn had said she was still waiting.  Still.  For someone she loved, she’d said.

She’d gone away to Africa as (in Rhiannon’s opinion) the world’s oldest virgin.  And now look at her.  Pregnant out to there by a minotaur.  Too many changes.

Taryn muttered something in her sleep and rolled onto her back.  She grimaced, arching her neck and reaching across the bed.  Her fingers stroked through the shaggy brown pelt that covered the lumpy mattress and clenched.  She settled again, her face smoothing out.  Her hand remained loosely curled on the fur.

Rhiannon doubted it was the touch of buffalo or whatever that pelt grew on that eased Taryn back to sleep.  She tried to picture Antilles lying where Taryn’s hand rested and couldn’t.  It was hard enough just to imagine him sitting there at the table.

It had been a long time since Taryn had needed Rhiannon.  The thought had its own weight and it dragged at her.  She kicked her blanket off—too hot for it anyway—and fixed her gaze out the open window.  There were trees outside.  There were creatures in the trees, like weasels, only bigger and fluffier.  They chattered at each other like birds.  There was nothing like that back home.  She wondered if Taryn ever got homesick.  She said she did in her letters, but she sure didn’t look it.

Then again, what was there back on Earth?  Back home, Taryn had been a receptionist at a travel agency.  Here, she was damn near royalty.  There, she had a one-room apartment across from the interstate.  Here, she had a…well, about the same size, really, but you sure couldn’t beat the view.  There, she’d had John, a lecherous layabout with delusions of romantic irresistibility.  Here, she had a quiet, self-assured, lord of everything in sight, who was also hung like a damn elephant.

After Taryn left, John had called twice, once to ask if he could talk to Taryn, and once, weeks later, to ask Rhiannon out on a date.  She refused.  He’d laughed and said, “So you do have something in common.  You’re both frigid.”  And hung up.

In retrospect, boy, that was the sort of reputation a girl wanted.

“Nnngh.”  Taryn shifted again, then lifted a hand to cover her mouth.

Rhiannon sat up.  “Are you okay?”  

“Define okay.”  Taryn pointed to a little tin at Rhiannon’s elbow.  She looked distinctly green.

Rhiannon passed it over, not entirely surprised to see that it held several round wafers.  She watched her sister nibble one to death and gradually, Taryn’s color improved.  “I thought morning sickness happened in the beginning,” she said, once she was more or less sure she wasn’t about to be barfed on.

“Apparently, it also happens at the end.”  Taryn half-shrugged.  “It started last month, off and on.  Only in the mornings, and a cracker seems to be the best cure.”

“I wonder if Mom ever had trouble like that.”  Rhiannon put the tin back, looked around, and caught an expression on Taryn’s face so wistful, it was chilling.

“So do I,” Taryn said softly.  She shook her head, trying to smile, but the effort only served to emphasize her haunting fears, not disguise them.  “You don’t know how hard it’s been not to ask.”

“No, I sure don’t.”

The sound of something big and heavy whacking once high on the door disrupted whatever reply Taryn could have made to that (if she meant to make any, which seemed doubtful).  Taryn started struggling into an upright position, which looked like it might take a while, so Rhiannon went to let Antilles in.

He gave her a nod as he crossed into the stone cabin, hanging his axe on the wall in an air of long routine.  “Hail, maiden,” he said, moving to the bed, and Rhiannon looked away as the two embraced.  She liked to think she wasn’t a prude, but naked hugs went just a hair over the red line of her comfort meter.  “I expected thee ready for travel,” Antilles said, setting Taryn on her feet at the end of their snuggle.  

“Funny thing,” said Taryn.  “I always seem to sleep so much more soundly when you stay in the cave.”

“Aye?”  There was a twinkle in the minotaur’s eye, even if there was no smile on his face. “Whatever could the cause be?”

“One of the great mysteries of life, I guess.”  Taryn glanced at Rhiannon and blushed.  “Let me just grab a bite and I’m good to go.”

Antilles spared a look Rhiannon’s way, but he seemed more amused than chagrined.  “Aye.  Traveler’s fare, then.  And drink enough for the journey.”

“Journey?” Rhiannon echoed, and frowned.  The way Taryn talked about it, she’d assumed the Farasai lived close by.  Walking distance, in other words, not ‘journey’ distance.  “How far away is this place?”

“Oh, what would you say, Tilly?” Taryn asked, clearly distracted by the act of preparing a couple of breakfasts from the tins of leftovers in the kitchen corner. 

“Twelve leagues, I should think.”  Antilles, also distracted, rummaged through the shelves, gathering what appeared to be leather pillows and what Rhiannon suspected were canteens.  They were huge, each half the length of her leg, and he wasn’t stopping at just one.  It didn’t do much to allay her concerns about distance.

“How far is that?” she asked.  “Nobody uses leagues in the real world.”

The minotaur’s ears came up, then his head.  He stared at the wall while Taryn tossed his back an amused smile.  Finally, he turned around.  “And this world be what in thy mind, sister?” he asked mildly.  “The dreaming world?”

One of the giant, fluffy weasels in the tree outside the window leapt to a lower branch and called, “Aiiiisling!  Diiiiiinner!” in Taryn’s own voice.

“Yeah,” said Rhiannon, watching the weasel leap away.  She felt tired all of a sudden, as if she hadn’t slept at all.  “That’s exactly what it is.”

Antilles grunted, eyeing her even as he turned back to the kitchen.  “There is a saying we have,” he said.  “‘The seashells of Lethe are treasures in Dis.’  Tis a part of every nature, I think, to prize what we are not accustomed to having.”

“Whatever.  Is there a bathroom here?”

Antilles drew back, raising his hand with a puzzled look to indicate the kitchen sink, but Taryn touched his arm, shook her head, and said, “The smaller shed out beside the garden.  Remember to mulch.”

And if there were three little words that could sum up exactly which was the dream-world and which wasn’t, boy, those were it.
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Horses
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Eventually, Taryn admitted that twelve leagues was around forty miles, although she’d waited until they were already two hours out before letting that little jewel slip. Once they’d finished hiking down from the mountain and through the woods and across the river, they were out in the plains, with nothing between them and the empty summer sky. Forty miles, said Taryn. Ought to be there before mid-day meal. Like it was nothing. 

Taryn was a million months pregnant and in long skirts and she still moved along at a better speed than Rhiannon.  They took a lot of rest periods.  A lot.  Pretty soon, Taryn was cheerfully encouraging her along with the idea that they’d be there in time for evening-meal.  And Rhiannon, dripping sweat and gasping for air, began to think seriously about going back and waiting alone in Taryn’s house for the gypsy to come back.  She’d never drunk so much water in her life, and never mind that it was warm and musty-tasting and she was drinking it out of a dead animal’s neck.  She’d thought Antilles was being a little ridiculous by toting four of the massive things along on this trip, but she had to have emptied one of them by herself and now four was beginning to look like not enough.

“It’s okay, Rhiannon.  We’re actually making pretty good time.”

“Don’t patronize me,” Rhiannon croaked, shaking the furry canteen for the last warm drops before letting Antilles throw it over his shoulder with the other empty.  “I could be getting passed by turtles here.  No wonder you’re so thin.”

Antilles gave Taryn a nudge and a grumble.

“I’m not so thin,” Taryn said, glaring at Antilles before smiling at Rhiannon.  “But you do get used to it.  It used to take me all day to walk to Tonka’s kraal.”

“Tell me we’re almost there!”

Taryn and Antilles exchanged a glance.

“We’re closer than we were,” Taryn said tactfully.

Rhiannon groaned.  “God, I’m going to die!”

“I could carry thee awhile, sister,” Antilles offered, shifting the full canteens onto his shoulder and reaching out one burly arm.

“No thanks.  It’s against Earth’s religion to ride around on naked minotaurs.”  Rhiannon started trudging forward.

Antilles drew back, blinking.  He looked at Taryn.

“I’ve never been too observant,” she said, and Rhiannon blushed.  “But okay, looks like we’re in luck.  Who is that, Tilly?”

“Saska.”

Rhiannon looked up, saw the two of them staring at the same point out in the plains, and then turned around, shading her eyes against the glare of the sun.

In the brief moments before she realized that the horse and the man riding him were one and the same, she was relieved to see him.  “Oh thank God,” she panted.  And then it did register, however belatedly, and her overheated and exhausted body woke itself up for a good old-fashioned Hollywood scream.

Taryn’s stomach crashed into her and then Taryn’s hand was over her mouth, muffling the worst of it.  The centaur reared, kicking majestically at the air while waving one arm—hey, friend, nice to see you—and then he dropped and went galloping merrily on his way.  

“It’s okay,” Taryn was saying, in what she no doubt considered a patient, placating tone.  “That was one of the Farasai.  It’s fine, Bit.  Everything is fine.”

Rhiannon shoved the protective muzzle of Taryn’s hand away and shouted, “Everything is not fine, and don’t call me that, you boogerhead!   When were you going to tell me that the horsemen were horse-men?”

“I meant to,” Taryn said, looking sheepish as she shuffled on her feet.  “I forgot.”

“How do you forget to mention something like that?” Rhiannon demanded.  A horrible thought struck her.  “Are they all horses?”

“Horsemen,” Antilles corrected.  “Aye.”

“All of them?” Rhiannon gasped, searching Taryn’s eyes.  “Even Tonka?”

“Um…yes.”

“Tonka’s a horse?!”

“Horseman,” Antilles said again.  His voice held a note of warning now.

“Yes,” said Taryn.  She had one brow raised and a little smile at the corner of her lips, as though she hadn’t yet decided to be sympathetic or just confused.  “Even Tonka.”

Rhiannon stood under the baking blue sky and felt like crying.  The only thing that had made this hellish six-hour hike at all doable had been the idea of finally meeting up with Tonka at its end.  The fabled Tonka, whose many photographs still hung on her bedroom wall back home.  Tonka with a spear.  Tonka with a cup.  Tonka smiling.  Tonka looking long-suffering in the hat Dad sent Taryn for Christmas.  Tonka, always bare-chested and gorgeous, and always shown from the hips up, and usually with the hind end of a horse somewhere in frame.

“Rhiannon?”  Taryn touched her arm.  Minotaur-marrying Taryn, for whom none of this had probably ever been a problem.

“I’m fine,” Rhiannon said glumly.  She started walking again.  “Let’s just get there.”

“We can take another break if you need one,” Taryn ventured.  “He’s probably gone to get me a cart.”

Rhiannon swung around.  “How could you forget that they were horses?  Men,” she amended, shooting Antilles a glare.  He closed his mouth and rubbed his muzzle.  “How does something like that ever just slip a person’s mind?”

“I’m sorry, Rhiannon.”  She even sounded sorry, sorry and a little startled.  “If it makes you feel better, I haven’t told Tonka that you’re human.”

Antilles uttered a single, gust-like laugh, and then covered his muzzle again when Rhiannon glared at him.

“I guess…when you showed up and you seemed to already know about Tilly and Aisling, I just didn’t think it would be a problem.”  Taryn offered open hands and a wan smile.  “Is it a problem?” she asked.

‘Oh, you want to know what the problem is?’ Rhiannon thought, keeping stone-faced and silent.  ‘The problem is, you never lied to me once in seventeen years and now it’s like you don’t know how to stop!’

Taryn waited, her little smile fading.

“If it’s not a problem for you, it’s not a problem for me,” Rhiannon said finally.

And relief spread over Taryn’s face, so she couldn’t have heard anything more in her sister’s voice than the reconciliation Rhiannon didn’t feel.  “I’ve told everyone so much about you,” Taryn said.  “I’m sure they’ll all be thrilled to finally meet you.”

“Really.”  Rhiannon glanced at Antilles.  “Thrilled.  You look like you’re hiding it well.”

He made one of those bullish brows rise.  He didn’t argue.

This time, Taryn noticed.  But seeing her sister’s face cloud up only filled Rhiannon with a throbbing knot of shame.  She tried to shake it off, newly irritated, and bared her teeth in what she hoped could be taken as a smile.  “I don’t even know what I’m saying any more,” she said.  “You can fry an egg on my head.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty hot.  I don’t remember it being this bad last year.”  Taryn looked back at Antilles, who shrugged.  “Of course…we all had a few other things on our minds.”

Rhiannon couldn’t muster up the strength to ask questions.  She thought her sister seemed a bit disappointed by her silence, but what point was there in asking?  If Taryn had felt like telling her anything, she’d have started with the truth long before now.

So they walked, and sure enough, after another excruciating hour of battling tall grass and crushing heat, a centaur showed up hitched to a wooden cart.  Another centaur cantered ahead of him, and this one, Rhiannon recognized.

“Kinswoman!  Do you return or have you even left?”

His voice was like the rest of him—strong, manly, powerfully attractive.  The perfect voice to go with his perfect body.  His perfect upper body, anyway.

He had hooves.  He had a tail.  He had fur, for God’s sake.

“Oh, Tonka.”  Taryn reached up for a hug, but her smile was not an entirely happy one.  “Are you going to look me in the eye and tell me you didn’t know Antilles was making me come back?”

“Ah, lady.”  Tonka stroked Taryn’s hair as he embraced her, and Rhiannon’s scalp tingled.  His face as he looked upon her sister was unabashedly tender, even with Antilles standing right beside her.  “He has given thee a gift of many months, for I have petitioned him since leaf-fall of last season to bring thee under my eye.”

“Why?” Taryn asked.

“Please be kidding,” Rhiannon said, and thrust a hand pointedly at her pregnancy.

Taryn looked down and just kept looking.

But now Tonka seemed to see Rhiannon.  He nodded to her, but his hands stayed where they were, holding Taryn against that broad, sweat-shiny chest, lightly combing through her flaming tresses.  Not even hair.  Rhiannon had hair.  Taryn had flaming tresses.  “I greet thee as kin,” he said, smiling.  “I feel I know thee well.”

He made no move to hug her.

She didn’t care anyway.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, Tonka,” she said.  “Not as much as I could have heard…”

“Sorry,” Taryn mumbled.  She drew away into the minotaur’s arm and let him help her up into the cart.  

“But it’s still nice to meet you.  I’m Rhiannon.”

“Aye.”  Tonka clopped forward and put out his hand.  “And I, Tonka-Rucombe.  My heart rejoices in welcoming my kinswoman.”

Rhiannon shook his hand.  Long, horsey ears pricked up and quivered as Tonka looked down at their hands.  When she released his, he raised it and flexed his fingers.

“Wrists,” Taryn called.  “They clasp wrists here.”

Rhiannon shrugged.  “Whatever.  Hello’s hello, right?”  But she was annoyed.  How hard was it to say, ‘Oh, by the way, when you meet the centaurs, shake their wrists,’?  It was almost like Taryn was doing it on purpose.

But as soon as the thought came to her, it popped itself, leaving nothing behind but summer’s heat and her own depression.  She tried to smother it, but it had to be pretty obvious, because Tonka frowned at her.  “You’re a lot taller than I expected,” she told him, trying for casual, like she met mythical creatures every day.

“Are you well?” he asked, very quietly.  Behind him, Antilles and Taryn had drawn together at the head of the cart, chatting with the centaur who pulled it.  Under Tonka’s unnervingly direct stare, the two of them might as well be alone out here.

“What do you mean?” Rhiannon asked. “Like, am I sick?  I’m not sick.”

“Nay,” he agreed.  “You are grieving.”

She flinched back and stared at him.

“What ill news of your home world?” Tonka asked, still soft-spoken, still holding her in that black-barred gaze.  “Who has died?”

‘I did,’ thought Rhiannon, and experienced an epiphany of sorrow deep enough to make her stomach cramp and her eyes itch.  Because that was it.  It was her own death she was dragging with her, the death of the girl she used to be.  She’d become her own ghost, haunting her own life.

Her lips moved.  She could feel her heart straining towards him, pulling her along on its invisible tether.  She wanted to tell him.  She had to tell someone.

Tell him what?  Would he even know what she was talking about?  And what would she be doing anyway, but whining about mean kids at school?  Good God, he asked her if someone died and she wanted to spill some stupid sob story about the night she lost her damn virginity!

“No one’s dead,” she said.  “Nothing happened, nothing that matters.”

His eyes narrowed and his head tipped slightly to one side.

It was too quiet.  The others were waiting, watching them from this polite distance.  Rhiannon headed that way.

Tonka’s hand fell on her shoulder.  It rested there, heavy and callused and filled with an unreal suggestion of strength.  She didn’t look at him.  After a while, he gave her a few pats and turned, moving on.  “To Rucombe!” he called as Rhiannon swung herself up into the cart.  It lurched forward, and she sat down in the corner and watched the plains roll by.  It really was beautiful out here.

But it sure wasn’t Africa.
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Rhiannon in Rucombe
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Seeing the kraal in real life, as opposed to as a backdrop in photographs, was a strange experience. It was almost nostalgic, but not much like coming home. Surrealism blanketed every familiar sight, every friendly smile and wrist-clasp. Hearing English come out of those centaur mouths was bizarre. Hearing what they called ‘Far’ was even weirder. She kept looking at them, seeing faces she knew attached to horse’s bodies and wondering how in heaven’s name Taryn had managed to take so many pictures that never slipped up, never snuck in a dark line of fur on the hips or a tuft of horse-ear protruding from their hair. She knew these people. She knew this place. And it was all so foreign. 

“What’s that?” she asked, as the tour Tonka helpfully took her on wound to a close.

“Lady?  Which?”

“That building.  I don’t remember it being there.”

He gave it and her a puzzled frown each, then suddenly threw back his head and laughed.  “The camera!” he said.  “I had forgotten she sent so many images back to her kin!”
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