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This book is dedicated to the Redmond library. 


The real one.











  
  

A BRIEF WORD ABOUT CHILDREN…
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Children are strange and complicated creatures. They are uniquely amazing in that they lack the capacity to be amazed. Grown-ups, and parents in particular, simply cannot comprehend this quality and so they cling to the idea of ‘childlike wonder’, stubbornly oblivious to every child’s utter lack of same. Grown-ups believe that imagination is a child’s way of world-building, a means of blurring a reality which strikes them at every corner with wonder and amazement. It isn’t, and they don’t. Children actually imagine very little. What they do is every bit as strange, though. 

They accept. Without reservation. Without question. Without limitation.

A child accepts the idea of Mom and Dad and Santa Claus and God and dinosaurs and dragons and electricity and the internet and Harry Potter and Captain Crunch and Kermit the Frog and electric cars and little biting dogs and butterflies and tadpoles that turn into frogs with legs and oceans and deserts and space and stars and, yes, even the octopus. A child accepts all these things and what adults perceive as amazement and imagination is really just a child’s boundless ability to believe in everything.

This, incidentally, is the reason why a child can have just as much fun with a cardboard box as with the toy that came in it. In a child’s mind, there is no fundamental difference. The reality of a walking robot dog is really, on that very basic level of pure belief, no more or less fantastic than the reality of the box itself.

This is, as previously stated, incomprehensible to the adult mind. Incomprehensible and vaguely offensive. And so adults force amazement down in great, steaming double-handfuls on the heads of their offspring, bombarding them with Barney and Little Einstein and Mr. Wizard and all those other pastel-colored, singing and dancing idols that can be collectively summed up as “Whimsy, dammit!” And children, who are very small and yet very wise, and who are also not a bit amazed, obediently pretend to be, because children are quite good in their own small way at guessing what adults want.

All of which is necessary for you to know in order to understand that although Taryn MacTavish was surprised and interested and delighted by the great events that set the wheels of her future life in motion, she was not amazed. In her adult life, she would not understand that. And, if you are reading this while you are a grown-up, you probably won’t either.

But that’s all right. Read on.
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The Library
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Taryn was six the day she got her very own library card. Specifically, she was six and sixteen days, but it was really a birthday present, and in Taryn’s opinion, it was the best one. Not to knock the crayons (sixty-four different colors! Plus metallics!) or her new stuffed stegosaurus, and certainly not to knock the ice cream sundaes at SugarPie’s, but come on, a library card! 

There were so many cool things about a library trip, beginning with getting to go to the grocery store and the fabric store and the post-office first because Mom was congenitally incapable of going to just one place a day. (Taryn’s Dad had recently remarked that his new boss was congenitally incapable of using complete sentences and therefore went around sounding like an epileptic macaw most of the time, a phrase which had impressed the eavesdropping Taryn so much that she went out of her way to use it herself, although she wasn’t quite brave enough to say it out loud yet.)

And Mom was in a really good mood today, after about a week of being unexpectedly nervous and fidgety. Not cross or snappy, just…jittery. Like she thought Christmas was coming or something. But whatever had been making her excited, it appeared to be over now and happily resolved, so much so that Mom had even bought Taryn a Snickers bar at the grocery store and a bag of beads at the fabric store. And now the library, the pointy tip of a perfect-day pyramid.

The library in Redmond was a huge, grey building with great panes of black-tinted glass framed by massive slabs of concrete. There were concrete stairs—two sets of them, in fact, forming a great L up to the dungeon-heavy doors—and a concrete wheelchair ramp running up the side. There were concrete ledges and cubby holes and overhangs and grooves and just all sorts of places for a six-year-old Taryn-shaped body to slither in and out of.

But the outside was for later. When Mom finally came up from the car and opened the heavy doors (still too heavy for her to budge on her own, but just wait until she was seven!), Taryn was able to get in on the good stuff inside. First, the little fountain. It was just Taryn’s height, but with stairs (concrete, of course) for the even littler little kids to climb up if they wanted a drink. Then a slow walk past the long glass case that the library-lady filled with the weirdest stuff. This time, it was books on fish, together with some Indian paintings and carvings of salmon, a Billy Big-Mouth singing bass, a whole bunch of tiny fishy knick-knacks, and what Taryn determined after several minutes to be a real live fish in a real fishbowl. After that, Taryn took a quick glance through the tinted glass window next to the ‘little room’, a place Mom called a ‘conference room’. Sometimes there were puppet shows or Madeleine movies or mask-making in there, but not today. There was still lots of stuff in there, half-glimpsed and shadowy things she could only sort of make out through the dark glass. It was always fun to try, though, and it gave Taryn something to do while her mom looked at all the boring stuff on the library calendar.

Taryn had picked out the puppet theater and two stacks of kiddie chairs from all the other black shapes in the Little Room, and was trying to puzzle out what looked like a giant box of French fries when her mom called her name. She decided swiftly and with authority that she must be looking at a box of wrapping paper tubes or rolled-up posters, and with that mystery solved, Taryn ran over to join her mom. They both went through the second set of hugely heavy wooden doors and into the ‘real’ library together.

This was the second-best part of going to the library: getting to look through all the different shelves and pick up all the books she wanted. There were books she’d never read or even heard of, books they didn’t even have in the dinky old school library. There were books with pictures, books with photographs, and even some books with photographs of pictures, which Taryn privately thought was a little pointless. There were books with nothing but words, books with enough words for chapters, and books with so many chapters that Taryn couldn’t even count all the way up to how many there were. There were books about ghosts and dogs and what to be when you grew up, and if she walked just a few aisles this way, there were books with murders and naked people and brains and all sorts of bizarre and forbidden things. Books books books books books.

Taryn did not limit herself when it came to books. She got as many as she could carry and labored them to a plastic table where she sat and read. She was determined to read as much as she could while she was here so that she could check out other books before she left, and she applied herself grimly, giving each illustration a stern looking-over before turning each page. Anyone looking at her would have thought she was searching for the cure to some horrible disease she had just contracted, but despite her outward appearance, Taryn was in a state of sublime bliss.

By the time her mom came over to the kiddie section to get her, Taryn had read four books and was mostly through with a fifth. Her mom let her finish and went to browse the kiddie shelves herself, a thing Taryn noticed, found inexplicable, and then dismissed from her mind. 

In the end, Taryn selected five whole books to take home: a chapter book about two kids who discover they can talk to animals, another chapter book about a baby bear who saves his circus, a book about different kinds of dinosaurs and how people dig them up, and two Jenny Fletcher Girl-Genius mysteries. Taryn wanted to be a girl-genius someday. She’d get a business card and everything, and grown-ups would come from all over to give her a dollar to solve mysteries. Taryn could guess almost all the Jenny Fletcher stories without having to look in the back of the book for the answer, and she figured that was pretty good practice.

Taryn carried her books over to the high checkout counter and laid them out one at a time, taking a deep sense of pride in the delivery of the chapter books, and topped the whole stack off with her brand new library card. 

Her mom got books too, and Taryn looked them over idly while Mom and the library-lady talked. There were two kiddie books about babies and a very big chapter book that had a picture of a skull and a church window on the cover, and that looked way cool, but her mom read books like that all time and Taryn already knew it wouldn’t have any pictures in it. She’d tried to read her mom’s books before and they were too hard. Someday, she’d be grown enough to try again. Privately, Taryn had always been really impressed that her mom read books about skulls. 

But now, now came the very best part about trips to the library.

Taryn left her mom at the counter with the books and went outside to play (it was so much easier to push the heavy doors open than it was to pull them). Concrete stairs and concrete flowerboxes, concrete corners and concrete pillars. It was like a castle, dark and undiscovered, and Taryn explored it thoroughly for the hundredth time, returning to the stairs to discover she was no longer alone out here anymore. There was a lady sitting on the library steps.
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The Lady on the Steps
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Taryn knew better than to talk to strangers. She also knew not to play with matches, cross the street without holding hands, or pet baby lions. The fact that her parents apparently expected Taryn to come face to face with baby lions at some point in her life was a great source of pleasure and trepidation for her, and she was very determined not to pet them when it happened and thereby justify their confidence in her. Anyway, that day was not today. Today was ‘Don’t Talk to Strangers’ day, and Taryn already had plenty of experience not doing that. She was about to swing out around the side of the nearest concrete pillar and run back to wait beside the library doors until her mom came, but some strange urge came on her to keep still and watch. 

For a long time nothing happened, but oddly enough, Taryn didn’t feel fidgety at all. She hid in her shadowed place and did not move or speak. She watched.

The lady on the steps was dressed in what Taryn’s six years of life experience could only see as a Halloween costume. Her white blouse was open at the neck and closed down at the sleeves and very loose and billowy everywhere else. She had another shirt on over that, like the tube top that Mom wouldn’t let Taryn buy last summer, only very tight and stiff, like it was made of plastic. This second shirt was black and shiny, and covered in scribbles sewn on with colorful threads so that it almost looked like a sunset, right there on her shirt. She had a shawl over her shoulders made of dark red netting, and there were leaves and feathers and what looked like bits of bones and funny coins tied to it all over to keep it close against her body even when the breeze was blowing. Her skirt was a deep twilight blue but it sparkled everywhere like it was almost made of glass or water, and there was so much of it that nothing of the woman’s legs or feet could be seen or even clearly made out. The edges were tattered and stained with earth. If it was a Halloween costume, it was one the lady wore every day.

Suddenly, the lady on the stairs shifted, and a whole cloud of small, glittery things rose up from her curly black hair and shawl-covered shoulders. They made a rustling, feathery sound as they circled and resettled, and Taryn leaned out to stare.

The lady on the stairs was wearing dragons. Lots and lots of tiny dragons, each one no bigger than the palm of Taryn’s hand. There were all kinds of colors, every color in Taryn’s new box of crayons, even the metallic ones. The lady shifted again, and the dragons took off in a tiny tornado of hissing and flapping before they took up their positions back in her hair and clinging to her clothes.

Taryn hopped down from the concrete flowerbox and went to get a better look. She was entranced (not amazed, they were just dragons after all. Sure, she’d never seen one in real life before, but she’d never seen a baby lion either) and she wanted to see them close up. She was not unmindful of the rule concerning strangers and talking, but surely it was all right to just look. Now she could see their little snouts, their tiny tongues, and glints of itty bitty teeth as the dragons preened their paper-thin wings. She could see their eyes, like little dots of wet ink gleaming hugely on each side of their scaly heads. She could see claws, no more than slivers of white detailing each miniature paw. And she could see part of one of the lady’s eyes, looking back at Taryn with a winky sort of look.

“I’m not supposed to talk to strangers,” Taryn announced, just to let the lady know how things stood. “Mom said.”

“Thy mother is very wise.” The lady rocked back and forth once, briefly stirring up her dragons (they buzzed and flickered all around Taryn a sound like beetles and bats all combined, dazzling her eyes and her ears at once), and revealing for the first time a lap filled with squares of colored paper. The lady’s fingers were busy folding. “Every world is filled with dangers. But thee is safe with me. Aye. Thee is very safe.” 

“Do they like to be petted?” Taryn asked, glancing wistfully at the dragons, all the little dragons. “Can I pet them?”

“Aye, they do. Aye, thee may.”

Taryn started to extend a hand. “Do they bite?”

“Nay. But they taste, aye, that much they do.”

True. One of the dark blue ones lunged out and gripped Taryn’s fingertip, chewing all up and down the nail in a frenzy before letting go. The teeth were pointy, but not sharp, like hairbrush bristles, and its tongue was like a wet eraser prodding her. It was startling, but not scary, and Taryn giggled as more and more dragons began to climb over themselves to come and taste her. They nibbled and groomed each other as they struggled to hoard her fingers, clutching her in their tiny claws. Then, without warning, all of them just jumped into the air, rattled around in a brilliant funnel of color and then settled on the other side of the lady’s hair, snubbing Taryn the way a cat snubs a new kind of food.

Taryn giggled again, clenching and unclenching her hand, still feeling the tingly scratch of dragons between her fingers. She sat down beside the lady, but not too close. She was still a stranger.

The lady hummed, rocked once more as though in welcome, and then resumed her work. The paper squares in her swift, skilled hands were being worked into dragon-shapes; paper twisted into dragon-tongues, folded into dragon wings, tucked and rolled and bent out into dragon tails with dragon-spikes all down the back. They looked a little like the dragons on the lady’s shoulder. A little. The way that anything paper can look like something real.

“Where did you get them?” Taryn asked. She’d never seen any before. Not camping. Not even at the zoo. And only in the cartoons on TV, never on the nature channel.

“They came to me, aye, long ago, and they’ve stayed. One day, perhaps, they will find a place they like better and leave me, mmm. But ‘tis a pretty wind that blows, whether in or out, and so I am contented. And thee? Would thee try to keep them if they meant no more to stay?”

“No.” Taryn thought about it, watching the lady twist and shape her paper. “Dad says if you touch a butterfly’s wings, it’ll die. I think it’s like that for everything, it’s just the wings can be different things or in different places.”

The lady gave her a look, surprised and a little pleased, the same look Taryn’s kindergarten teacher gave her when she brought her copy of The Hobbit in for Show and Tell and read the first chapter to the class. Then the lady laughed, a genuine witchy-cackle, although not a scary witch at all. She nodded, rocking back and forth and folding her paper. “Aye,” she said. “Aye. Just so.”

In the night-like cover of the lady’s hair, the dragons were singing for sleep.

“Taryn! Tar—Oh!”

Taryn’s mom stood in the doorway of the library, the momentum of her ollie-ollie-oxen-free call plainly disrupted by the sight of Taryn and the stranger sitting together. She didn’t look alarmed, not on the surface anyway, but she did look awfully alert. She shifted the plastic bags with library stickers on them in a meaningful way, and Taryn hopped up at once to go and collect her books.

“Ready to go?” Mom was still looking at the lady on the steps.

“Mom, you’ve got to come see. She has dragons!”

“Oh yes?” Taryn’s mom permitted herself to be towed in the direction of the stairs, growing more and more quietly alert the closer she came to the stranger. “Oh, look at that,” she said, not sounding in the least entranced.

Taryn, excited back to the point of giggles, watched several pencil-thin necks poke several scaly heads up through the drifts of the lady’s black hair, but when she looked up, her mom’s eyes were on the lady’s lap.

“Could I have one for my daughter?” 

Taryn’s breath physically caught in her chest. She shot a swift, disbelieving-and-wildly-hopeful upwards glance and then clasped her hands tightly together to keep from clutching. Her eyes fixed on the tiny little heads, at all those blinking little beady eyes; her ears burned as they listened for the word, ‘yes’. She would trade a hundred Snickers bars and a hundred bags of beads for one little dragon.

The lady on the stairs looked at Taryn with that strange, winky look. She held up a handful of paper dragons, one of every color, while the real ones sang in her hair. “For a pretty,” she said. “Aye, for a little something, for a teaser.”

Taryn’s heart seemed frozen—not cold, not hurt, just numbed by confusion. She could see her mom holding out a dollar bill, and she could see the paper dragons in the lady’s hand, but if she moved her eyes just a little, she could see the real ones crowding and rustling and grumbling as they spilled all over the lady’s shoulders. Taryn looked up one last time, bewilderedly seeking some gleam of recognition in her mom’s face.

Nothing.

“Can I…” Taryn’s shoulders slumped a little. “May I have the blue one, please?”

The lady on the stairs flung her hands upwards, curling her fingers around her paper toys so that only one—the blue one—popped free and fluttered down. Taryn caught it easily and held it cupped, like a butterfly, letting her eyes rest longingly on the dragons, all the little dragons, startled into flight at the sudden movement. One of them buzzed right past her mom’s ear. 

“Thank you,” Taryn said. Adults thought politeness was very important. “Goodbye.”

The lady on the stairs hummed and shifted and rocked once or twice, as all the tiny dragons drifted down to nest, and busied herself once more with the paper in her lap.

Taryn could feel her mom’s hand, gently insistent, guiding her back to the car. She walked backward a step or two, willing her mom to see the dragons, but finally gave in to the inevitability of defeat. She knew better, even at six and sixteen days, then to say anything herself. Mom and Dad were better about it than most, but no grown-up liked it when a little kid drew their attention to something they hadn’t noticed.

Apart from that, Taryn was aware (if only peripherally) that asking if you could see tiny dragons was a question that demanded tact, and Taryn knew (again, peripherally) that she lacked the vocabulary for tact. If she asked anything, it would end up coming out of her as, “What’s the matter with you? Are you congenitally incapable of seeing dragons or what?” and then this whole great day would be ruined.

So she let it go.

She accepted the dragons, accepted that her mom wasn’t interested in them, accepted that perhaps Mom couldn’t even see the dragons and that the reasons for this were unknowable and possibly distressing, and so she just let the matter drop and went home. But she saw them, whether her mom could or not, Taryn saw the dragons. Long after she grew up, sometimes she would see a dark-haired vaguely-gypsy-looking woman and think, ‘There really were dragons,’ and then smile, not really believing (and yet believing unreservedly) that she had seen them.

In any event, Taryn had her Redmond Library card for only six years before she moved with her family to Oregon, and by then she had mostly forgotten about the dragons and already had the egg.








  
  

3


The Finding of the Egg
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Taryn’s dad took her camping every year. He always had, and even after the baby came, he kept doing it. Not that Taryn had been worried about that, exactly, but there had been a lot of changes since Rhiannon got born. And sure, Taryn liked being a big sister most of the time, but some things shouldn’t change and it was nice when they didn’t. 

Most of the time, they camped up in the Dunes at Dead Horse Flats, but Dad said it got bought up and now they couldn’t camp there anymore because it was trespassing. Taryn thought this was hugely unfair. If it wasn’t trespassing to fish and play with beetles in the sand when she was four, it shouldn’t be now that she was nine. She resolved then and there to become a millionaire girl-genius and buy up Dead Horse Flats again and make it so everyone could camp there if they wanted.

Not that it mattered a whole lot. Dad had other camping spots and they were just as cool as the Dunes. The day that Taryn found the egg, he had taken her to a campsite up in the mountains, in the for-real woods. It was a long drive, up where the roads and the radio didn’t go, and you couldn’t drink your pop because the car was bouncing all over the place, but Dad told great camping stories the whole time about the last time he’d camped up here and how the coyotes danced in the moonlight and how much fun this was going to be. 

But once they had the camp set up, Taryn’s dad went into the tent to sleep—which was a perfectly good waste of the afternoon in Taryn’s opinion—and she was free to explore. She got her whistle and her camping knife (one of Dad’s, and she only got to carry it when she was camping, but Dad said when she was twelve, he’d give her one she could keep) and a compass and her walking stick and she set off.

Taryn was a good camper. She knew to keep the car in sight when she was hiking alone and to check her compass often to stay on track. She knew to sing as she walked to keep bears from getting startled by her, and to keep her eyes out for bobcats and killer snipes. She’d never seen either for real, but her dad had showed her tracks before and made her solemnly swear to come straight back to camp and tell him if she ever saw some.

She wasn’t seeing any now, just some deer tracks and little pawprints that might be a big raccoon or a small fox, but she always had her eyes open. It was that—looking for snipes and/or bobcat tracks—that caused her to just happen to see the shallow pile of dead leaves, so out of place in the early summer. By reflex, Taryn stopped and tracked the leaf fall up a steep incline to a crevasse overhung by branches and more leaves. Wet leaves, and those were even stranger to see in the dry mountain soil.

Well, this was interesting. Why were the leaves wet?

Taryn struggled up the incline, turning her feet sideways and digging in her walking stick where there were no roots to grasp. She came to the lip of the crevasse and put her hand right in a big cold splat of rotting leaves. 

“Eww.” 

It wasn’t at all leafy. It was slimy, like mud or bug guts or something. And smelly too.

As she wiped her hand off on her shirt, Taryn gave her surroundings a good look. First, she found the car, just a tiny sliver of yellow and white between the trees, and then she looked into the crevasse.

It hadn’t been a crevasse long, she realized. Until very recently, it had probably been a den. But the tree growing over it had fallen down, and in coming down, its roots had gone up and pulled the whole top of the den off, letting in the rain and turning everything to mud. But the leaves, the leaves had to have been there before. They couldn’t have fallen in by themselves, because the den was too deep. Someone had to have put them there, and then left them all piled up and damp. Weird.

And there was something in there, something besides rainwater and smelly leaves. Something speckled and mostly white.

Taryn reached, poked with her stick, reached again, and finally took a deep breath and climbed in. Immediately, she slipped and sank into sludge up to her elbows. Yuck. It was warm down deep where her hands were. Double yuck. But she set her jaw and started crawling, until she got all the way in to where the white thing was. She pulled branches away, wiped leaf-sludge out of her eyes, and brought the thing up and out into the light where she could see it clearly.

It was an egg. An egg roughly the same size and shape as her dad’s head. It was the biggest egg she’d ever seen.

Was it an eagle’s egg? Taryn didn’t think so. Every Sunday, she watched Wild Kingdom tucked up in the big bed with her mom and dad and now Rhiannon. Eagles didn’t lay eggs in holes in the ground. They built huge platforms in trees. And besides, the eagle eggs in the nature show fit in the camera-guy’s hand. This egg was bigger. A lot bigger.

What did that leave?

Maybe it was a dinosaur egg. Dinosaurs were supposed to be all extinct, but this didn’t look like the fossils in the museum. Just like an egg. And down below, where the water wasn’t pooling, the egg was warm, like the sludge.

Taryn didn’t know what to do. She thought the egg might be pretty important—might be a dinosaur or some new breed of eagle, or maybe a killer snipe—but she also thought the egg was dying.

Her first thought was to try and rig up the roof somehow so it was watertight again. She spent at least an hour trying, but all she got was dirty. She was a big kid now, but she was too small to make a roof over the crevasse.

Frustrated and tired, Taryn sat down in the sludge to think. She could bring her dad here, she knew. He could build a roof for the egg’s den. He could build it a deck and a flushing toilet if he wanted to, but once he saw the egg, Taryn thought he might not do anything. She was by now completely sure the egg belonged to a killer snipe and that Dad wouldn’t want her to touch it. And if it really was a killer snipe, maybe she shouldn’t.

But on the other hand, if it was a killer snipe and she hatched it, maybe it would be her friend. And if it was this big as an egg, maybe it would be even bigger when it was grown. Maybe…

Taryn stared into the sludge, no longer seeing or smelling it, imagining the looks on her friend’s faces when she rode her killer snipe into school in September. 

Where would she keep it? When Mom and Dad saw it was her friend, Taryn was sure they’d let her keep it even if it was a killer snipe, but she’d have to hide it until she could prove they were friends.

Under her bed, she guessed. Where the room heater was. Her mom and dad let her keep her room more or less the way she wanted. They didn’t go poking through her stuff or cleaning things the way her friends’ moms and dads did. She would keep the egg there once she got home, and until then, she could keep it in her backpack next to the fire—but not too close—and she would hatch the egg and even if it was a killer snipe, they would be the best of friends and have adventures together. Taryn MacTavish, Girl-Genius, and her Killer Snipe.

So decided, Taryn picked up the egg and carefully navigated her way out of the slippery mess, unaware that she had just committed herself to fifteen years of extensive studying on the subject of eggs, of hidden places beneath her bed and of heating pads and blankets in the closet, and later, of the secret forging of incubators and compost piles, of meticulous egg-turning, of careful egg-cleaning, of futile egg-candling, of egg-hiding in the ancient boiler room of her college dorm, and egg-smuggling on and off campus. The egg (long after the dream of Girl-Genius and the belief in killer snipes had gone) the egg remained, and Taryn tended it. Purely by rote. Purely out of habit. But she did tend it. 

And a well-tended egg does only one thing.
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The Hatching of the Egg
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The first thing Taryn thought when she heard the noise was that something was blocking the heater vent. A cardboard box, maybe, or a crumpled piece of paper. Anything light enough to be stirred by an updraft and heavy enough to make that muffled scraping sound. But when she leaned over to clear the vent, she saw plainly that nothing was covering it or even near enough to be moved by the trickle of air it forced out. 

As she sat, puzzled, she heard it again and this time she decided it was a branch scraping the window. She’d only had the apartment four months. There were all kinds of kinks that had been sprung on her already and no doubt, all kinds waiting to be discovered. A need to prune the trees was probably one. And if the battle over the running toilet was anything to go by, it would be another four months before the landlord got around to fixing the trees. Still, no way was she going to spend the rest of her lease listening to that scrape.

Taryn got up and struggled the window open. That was no little feat in itself, thanks to the swollen frame, filthy runners and the sloppy paint sealing the whole thing shut. How could a place that looked so good on a walk-through be such a dump once a lease was signed? 

The October night was wet and cool and smelled of dead leaves and pavement. Taryn leaned out into it anyway, a perplexed expression slowly eating up her face as she looked for a branch that was even within arm’s reach, much less able to tap and scratch at the glass of the window.

Skktchh…Skap.

‘Rats,’ thought Taryn, heaving the window shut. And if it was rats, then by God, there had better be an exterminator here tomorrow or Mr. Landlord was going to find Mr. Rat slingshotted in through his bathroom window.

Taryn picked up the closest thing she had to a weapon apart from her trusty slingshot—a facsimile of a medieval chain mace made primarily from an old chair leg, duct tape, and a nerf ball—and gingerly began to listen her way through the apartment.

Scrrrap-pap.

It was coming from the closet.

Skkttch-skttch…peep…shhhxxtik.

Peep?

The egg.

Taryn’s entire body froze over instantly. The mace slipped from her numb fingers and clattered on the linoleum. She was aware of it falling, but she couldn’t hear it hit the floor. She couldn’t hear anything but a roaring in her ears that seemed to echo in her eyes. She couldn’t see anything but white and grey outlines. She couldn’t feel herself breathing. She couldn’t feel anything but her hair, and only that because it was standing up in prickles.

The egg. The egg the egg theeggtheggthegg.

Sound and sight crashed back into her with the force of a sonic boom after a near encounter with a B-2 bomber. The shock of her senses returning sent her staggering forward and the momentum carried her straight to the closet.

She tore the cheap French doors open (she tore them out of their tracks, actually, but she did not yet notice this) and fell to her knees, digging through the heater pads and insulating towels until her fingers touched the shell.

Her heart was pounding hard enough to make her vision throb to its rhythm. Her hands still felt numb. She shook them out a few times, but it didn’t help. Maybe she was having what they called a ‘cardiac event’. Somehow, that didn’t matter as much as it should.

Slowly, Taryn brought the egg to her ear.

Nothing.

Well, of course nothing, what did she really expect? She’d had the egg for how many years?

All the same, Taryn lifted one trembling finger and tapped her nail on the shell: tak-tak.

Scrtch-peep.

“Nollaig shona duit!” Taryn gasped, flinching back. It was one of her grandmother’s curses, one Taryn had grown up hearing, believing it to be so forbidden that it could never be translated into English without risking arrest. Taryn had been using it in secret all through high school and part of college before she’d finally nerved herself up to ask Granna Birgit just what it did mean, only to be told (not without a knowing sparkle of humor) that it simply meant ‘Merry Christmas’. Still, the first curses tend to be the ones that stick with you, and this one had a way of popping out of Taryn’s mouth when she was in the grip of a particularly freezing panic and this one, this one certainly qualified. 

She turned the egg over, her hands shaking, biting her lip with the effort to keep from dropping it. After fifteen years and countless moves, after balancing the thing on a microwave in a luggage rack for Pete’s sake, suddenly her greatest fear was dropping it.

There was a crack, no more noticeable than a black hair on the ivory surface.

Taryn tapped at the crack and something tapped back and then pushed the crack just a little wider. Now it looked like the ding in a windshield instead of just a hair. Taryn knew she should leave it alone, but she couldn’t help herself. She began to pick at the splintering shell.

And even though she’d heard the sounds, even though she’d felt the scratching and shifting reverberating in her hands, the sight of the hooked beak pushing out at her still took her breath away.

What in heaven and hell took fifteen years to hatch? More than fifteen years; who know how long the egg had lain in its den before Taryn found it? What—

The eggshell broke off in two big chunks, revealing the soggy down and wrinkly pink skin of a bird’s head. It panted, its beak not quite clicking as it opened and shut. The eye that Taryn could see was huge and dark and sealed away behind a thin membrane. There were tiny rivers of blue veins under its papery folds of skin; she could see its blood pulsing.

“Hi there,” Taryn whispered. Her breath stirred the spiky wet feathers on its head.

It peeped weakly and struggled again, pushing and wriggling until another chunk of shell cracked away. Taryn picked it off, crooning wordlessly. She could see its talons, curled like a little fist, under its arched breastbone.

It rested, peeping periodically in answer to Taryn’s whispered encouragement, for several minutes. On its next attempt, it pushed its head entirely out of the hole it had made and hung there with its beak pressed against Taryn’s breast. Its peeps drew off into drowsy bird-song snores.

What was it? She watched the nature channels. Eagles were smaller than this, a lot smaller. And this was an eagle’s head, or at least, eagle-like. There were two bony lumps, one above each newborn eye, that Taryn didn’t think she’d ever seen on an eagle, but that was a moot point next to the first question: What kind of eagle took more than fifteen years to hatch?

“Come on out,” she said, rubbing the bird’s head with the lightest brush of her fingertip. “Hurry, hurry.”

It rallied bravely, peeping and pushing against her finger, straining until the shell split down the center and it finally got both taloned feet and one paw free.

And one what?

Taryn stared in slack-jawed shock at the curled, cat-like limb protruding below the avian fore-feet. Its fur, like its feathers, was spiky and wet. Its claws were pearly shards sheathed in velvet folds. She stroked the smooth pads of its toes and it reached down and wrapped its talons tightly around her finger, peeping.

Taryn, her breath roaring and eyes burning, slipped her hands under its forelegs and gingerly pulled it all the way out of its eggshell. There was resistance, but then the creature wiggled and it came free of its incubator and hung limp and peeping blindly in her hands.

Eagle’s head, taloned forefeet, tiny wings, furry fanny, feline hindfeet, long tail. She knew what she was looking at. She knew and she still couldn’t believe.

It had spots in its fur like a baby lion. Here she was, with a baby lion at last, and God help her, she was petting it. Her parents would be so disappointed.

It rolled its head up and lolled against her breast, chirping, exhausted. She could feel its ribs expanding with each hard breath, delicate slivers of bone protected by the thinnest cover of furry flesh. It was here in her hands, its head on her heart. It was alive. It was real. It was helpless and it was hers.

Wonder coalesced into horror in a single instant, no longer and no louder than the beating of a tiny heart.

She had no idea what to do now.








  
  

5


Next


[image: image-placeholder]




Three hours later, as Taryn sat at her computer with the baby clutching at her shirtfront with all four feet, the hopelessness of her situation began to overwhelm her. She knew what she had, but she couldn’t even find a name for it, much less a handy guidebook of care instructions. To complicate matters, her Instant Messenger kept popping up every few seconds as her boyfriend tried repeatedly to invite her out to a movie or a late dinner or just coffee or a stack of rented movies at his house. Long after this failed, he continued to barrage her with questions and comments, each of which felt like a slap as she sifted through web pages in desperate search for information. Even under ordinary circumstances, Taryn only tolerated the nightly nuisance of online chat because it seemed to make John happy. Tonight, it was the one more thing that she just couldn’t handle. She typed a curt goodbye and shut it off. She would apologize to him tomorrow if he acted like his feelings were hurt, but tonight simply had to be about the baby…baby what? 

The Greeks called them griffins, but there were also gryphons, gryphens, griffons, griffens, gryphins, and, the perfect capper to a confusion-pyramid, the Egyptians had a critter just like a griffin that they called Hieracosphinx. Taryn supposed there was really nothing weirder about having a Hieracosphinx flapping around in Washington State than a regular old griffin. Or a gryphon. Or whatever. 

No one could seem to agree on a description any better than a name. Griffins supposedly had ‘the ears of an ass’. Her baby had a couple of dimples on the sides of its head, hidden in the secret way of birds beneath a crop of down. Some websites stated with authority that all griffins were female. Well, her baby was definitely a boy, which still other websites asserted were wingless beasts called keythongs, contemptuously adding that it was an anomalous and very recent addition to the myth. Other sites told her that the griffin’s tail was that of a snake or a scorpion. Her baby’s tail was just as lion-like as the rest of his fanny. The griffin was said to build nests high in trees or mountains, not in dens like where she’d found it, and instead of eggs, like the one sitting broken in her closet, it laid agates. Just as many websites warned her that the baby was bound to grow into a mindless and murderous animal whose only talent lay in finding gold as there were extolling the wisdoms of a scholarly griffin.

Nowhere on any of the countless websites that Taryn visited was there any information on what griffins ate, unless you counted the many assurances that griffins would leap on and messily devour anyone who disturbed their golden hoards. Oh, and one page that went into disturbingly graphic detail when it came to the story of a griffin who habitually carried virgins screaming off to its lair, where it monstrously deflowered them before dining. As a virgin, Taryn supposed she’d ought to be concerned, but she was a lot more worried about the fact that whoever authored that particular page was out driving tonight than she was in mortal peril of her own life.

And now here it was, half the night gone and she still had no idea what to do. Her griffin, or gryphon or whatever, was just as real and alive as it had been when it hatched out of her closet, but it wasn’t going to stay that way unless she started figuring out some basic principles in a real hurry.

As if sensing her distress, the baby hugging her shirtfront bobbed its head around in blind agitation. It brushed against a button at her collar and instantly lunged out to bite it.

“No no,” Taryn murmured, stroking its powder-puff head, and it settled back down against her breast and peeped at her.

It was hungry. It needed to eat. Forget all the disinformation swimming around in cyberspace and focus in on that one thing. What did griffins eat? Besides virgins. She qualified, but she failed to see how loping off limbs to feed to the little tyke would help it in the long run.

She hated to guess. She hated it and she had to do it, and it left her feeling sick all the way to the soles of her feet. She was sitting in her living room with what could be the only griff-something in the whole world and that didn’t leave a lot of wiggle-room for making mistakes. She had never been so terrified in her entire life. She could feel the baby’s life like a stone in her stomach. She’d found it, she’d hatched it, and unless she did everything right the first time, she was going to watch it die from her ignorance.

A griffin. A real, live griffin.

The enormity of it tried to close in on her as it had done a dozen times since the hatching, but this time she managed to fight it off. She couldn’t keep freaking out. He was depending on her. He needed her to be focused. He had no one else.

Never once did it occur to Taryn to share her discovery with anyone else. The egg itself had been too unusual, too fantastic to show to anyone; over the years, she’d had many opportunities to turn the egg over to scientists and so forth, but she never had. Deep down, there was a part of her that had never expected a natural bird to hatch. Deeper down, she had always known something really would. And now it was here, the most miraculous and precious thing Taryn’s mind could even conceive. There was no one she trusted enough—not her father, not her mom, not Rhiannon, not the Pope—to share this secret with. He was her responsibility. Hers alone.

He lunged at her button again, peeping piteously when she pulled it away from his questing beak. 

Hungry. He was hungry.

So okay, forget griffins (fear rose up, cold and slick and sour), what about eagles? Eagles ate regurgitated roadkill. Lions drank lion milk.

Taryn sat and stared with unseeing eyes at Elfmagick’s Mystical Creatures Guide shining out of her monitor. After a long moment in this trance of thought, she started up her search engine and hunted down the nutritional facts for foods for various orphaned zoo animals. Protein and fat. That was what it boiled down to. Protein and fat for newborn tummies.

It was such a leap of faith.

She could buy kitten formula. Heck, they had that at the Wal-Mart.

The thought of leaving the baby behind while she drove clear out to Sugartree and back was chilling. She didn’t even have a box deep enough to put him in. And even if she did, what if it tipped over? What if he got too cold or…or got his head caught in something? Anything could happen while she was gone. Anything.

She’d have to take him with her.

Taryn got up and rummaged through her closet until she found her high-school backpack. It still had her French textbook in it. She shook it empty and cushioned it with a towel, then poured sleeping griffin into its open maw. He peeped at her.

“Hush now,” she said. “Hush, baby.”

He peeped again, louder this time.

The completely illogical thought came to her that he’d listen better if he had a name she could call him by. A good name. A name to fit this priceless treasure.

Taryn brought the backpack up to her lips and whispered, just as though ears were pressing in on all sides. “Righ-allaidh,” she told him. “Your name is Righ-allaidh.” Fierce king, in the tongue of her grandmother’s people, a word she knew from a childhood spent listening to Irish fairy tales of the Tuatha de Dannon and Fomorians. There was no other name for her young prince.

The griffin raised its downy head and aimed its sightless eyes at her, seeming for just that briefest instant to hear her, to understand. Then it peeped, a baby once more, and with any newborn’s utter lack of comprehension.

“We’ll call you Aisling for short,” Taryn said, the affectionate baby-name that she and her sister and her mother, perhaps, had all been called in their youngest years. And so named, Aisling tucked his beak up under his forefoot and chirred himself to sleep.

Taryn zipped up the backpack, not quite completely, and carefully shrugged into its straps. She felt him shift once, but that was all. She got her keys and she headed out to the parking lot.

It was getting colder every night. Taryn could see her breath on every exhale and she walked to her car as quickly as she could without jostling her sleeping charge. She set him on the passenger seat, then on the floor, then in the back on the floor, and finally up front in her lap. She’d get a car seat or something when she got the formula, but right now, she needed to know he wouldn’t roll around.

All the lead-footed habits with which she had driven from the age of sixteen on were erased in one night. She drove in a state of painful clarity, ten miles or more below the speed limit, tensing up every time another car dared to share the same road. The twenty minute drive took a whole year to travel. Her arms were aching to her shoulders by the time she finally parked, the strain of driving so safely as good as any workout, and then it was another rapid stroll across another wet parking lot to the bright lights and welcoming warmth of the store.

Wal-Mart was stocked with exactly the sort of person who had to shop at two in the morning. There were red-eyed mothers with kids in pajamas hanging off them, stubble-chinned men in slippers instead of shoes, college-aged kids with raver’s gel still spiking their hair, bar-hoppers looking for one for the road in twelve-pack form, and a smattering of just-off waitresses and nurses and gas station attendants still in their uniforms and on their way home. Taryn, her unbrushed hair and vague look of desperation, not to mention her sporadically-peeping backpack, blended right in.

She bought two cans of kitten formula, eyedroppers to feed it to him, a bolstered puppy bed, two baby blankets, a pet carrier car seat, a currying brush, baby shampoo, some puppy training pads, and a teddy bear that played Brahm’s lullaby when its paw was squeezed. It killed that new TV she was saving for, but she didn’t care.

Aisling was peeping continuously by the time she got home. She took her backpack and the bag with the formula inside and left everything else for later. 

No can of powdered milk was ever read as thoroughly as that one. Taryn mixed up four ounces, tested the temperature on her wrist twice, tasted it, and finally filled an eyedropper for Aisling.

He bit as soon as the eyedropper touched his beak, but pulled back fast when Taryn squeezed the bulb to push milk into his mouth. She crooned at him and he shuffled forward with answering peeps, only to retreat again at the touch of food. Taryn shifted him awkwardly in the crook of her arms to pinch his beak between her fingers and hold him still while she dribbled a thin stream of milk into him.

He swallowed. He coughed. He thought about it as she praised him. She could see the nub of his tongue poking at the inside of his beak for more drops to investigate and consider. And then he opened wide as a book and uttered the world’s most pitiful plea for more.

He got the first ounce on him, but the rest in him, and went to sleep immediately afterwards with formula beading on his beak. Taryn swabbed him gently clean and dry and left him on the floor by the sofa as she went to bring the rest of her purchases inside. She arranged his bed next to hers, laid out piddle pads everywhere, and was assembling her pet car seat in no time. She was feeling pretty good about herself when he started throwing up.

The sound was unalarming, just a wheezy sort of cough. She glanced around in the same overprotective curiosity that had caused her to drive twenty miles an hour around a forty-mile curve, expecting to see nothing at all out of the ordinary (apart from the griffin itself). Instead, she saw streams and bubbles of formula pouring from Aisling’s nostrils, his beak opening and closing and his little ribs working for breath.

Taryn swooped him up with a cry and whether it was the sound or the sudden movement, Aisling coughed violently and finally cleared his airway. He peeped, his head bobbing bewilderedly around him, and tried to crawl up onto her shoulder.

She held him, her heart pounding. 

Was that normal? Should she have burped him? She’d read somewhere that birds didn’t burp, but lions probably did and that was the part where his stomach was. Maybe the formula was wrong for him. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to digest it at all.

She needed help.

There was no help.

Through the rising fog of panic came one quiet image, one she did not at first understand. The library steps, that wonderful concrete library up in Washington from when she was a kid. That great, grey monolith of slapped-slab architecture with all those marvelous nooks and walls and corners, black windows gleaming in the sun and dozens of shallow steps climbing triumphantly to the dungeon doors of its interior.

‘Well, what about it?’ the logical left of her brain asked calmly.

There was a lady on the steps one time.

‘So?’ she wondered, but there was another memory bubbling up from childhood’s tar. A speck of blue. A paper dragon.

Gosh, she’d had that thing for years. Until she was fourteen at least. She lost track of it after that, but it wasn’t really the paper dragon she was thinking about, was it?

‘Oh come on,’ she thought uneasily. ‘There were no dragons. Dragons don’t exist.’

She looked down at the griffin shivering and peeping in her arms.

‘There were no dragons!’ her brain insisted.

Taryn began to pack.
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Redmond, unchanging during all the remembered years of her life in Washington, had grown up. Apartments and business complexes, identical in shape and color, lined streets where Taryn remembered comic stores, dentists, and ice cream shops. The park was there, but all the climbing toys were different. The school was there, but it was blue and white now, instead of green and gold. There were streetlamps and stoplights where Taryn remembered only long stretches of road. The pastureland where the Saturday craft fairs were held in the summer (and where gypsies sometimes came to camp) was now a parking lot for a seventeen-screen movie theater and a two-story mall. SugarPie’s Ice Cream Parlor was gone; she passed three McDonald’s. 

And the library, her wonderful castle of concrete and black glass, was closed. It had been replaced by a modern building down the street, one complete with computer rooms and a children’s theatre, and no doubt all kinds of books that there had been no room for before. The old library remained, derelict and depressed, in a parking lot much smaller than she recalled, now cracked and carpeted with hip-high stragglers of grass.

Taryn had driven through the night and into the morning with Aisling sleeping and peeping in the pet carrier in the back seat. She had fed him twice more. He had vomited three times.

Now she walked across the crumbling asphalt of her library’s parking lot and looked at the building that had once given her so much joy with eyes that brimmed with tears. Her heart was breaking. It had been a kingdom all its own, once upon a time. Now it was a body no one had bothered to bury.

Taryn walked around the side of the building, too big now to stroll along the narrow ledge with all its ins and outs, but watching it with envious eyes. Her reflection, shrunken and dim in the desolate windows, was the only one who could walk there safely now.

She was not alone when she came back around to the front of the building. She wasn’t sure if she was surprised or not. 

The lady sat on the same steps. She was dressed in the same sparkling, colorful, impossible clothes. Her hair was still black as ink, kinked and curled as a politician’s promises. She was hunched slightly, her hands at work. Taryn could hear her humming, see her rocking comfortably back and forth as she took the early rays of the sun.

There were no dragons.

Maybe they flew away.

‘You were six!’ shrieked her exasperated brain. ‘Maybe they were never there!’

Hesitantly, Taryn approached the stair, holding her pack cradled in her arms. “Hello?”

The lady on the stairs hummed a little louder, that was all. Between her fingers, pink paper was deftly twisted into dragon’s form.

“I had one of those when I was a child,” Taryn said. “A blue one.”

“Aye?” The woman’s fingers curled around the pink dragon, uncurled, and it was blue. The woman’s head cocked. One dark eye twinkled beneath ringlets of black. “For a pretty, aye?”

“For a teaser,” said Taryn. She reached into her pocket for a bill and handed it over without looking at it. She accepted the blue bit of paper with a sinking heart and stared at it in her palm.

There were no dragons. Not singing in the lady’s hair, not sleeping on her shoulders.

For a moment, Taryn was a child again, and remembered (or imagined she remembered) the hurt and confusion of watching dragons buzz just inches, inches, in front of her mother’s face and seeing no recognition, no wonder in her eyes. Her mother was a good woman, a fanciful and wonderful woman. Her mother deserved to see dragons.

The lady on the steps was smiling at her. It was the same sly, knowing smile.

Taryn turned away. The weight of Aisling in her arms was too great for his size. Dead weight. A premonition. She had come all this way, and why?

Her car was sitting in the sunlight, waiting for her to climb back in and drive home. Taryn looked at it but didn’t move. She had driven through the night, and underneath this veneer of anxious fear, she knew she was exhausted but she wasn’t ready to give up yet. She had come all this way, all right. She had come all this way because once upon a time, there had been dragons, and the lady who had taken care of them might just know how to take care of a griffin.

‘There were no dragons,’ her brain insisted furiously.

Aisling needed her and she needed help, and that was why she’d come here. If she got back in that car and let it take her home now, that would be it for Aisling. She couldn’t let that happen. She had to have help. And the lady with the dragons was the only person in all this wide world Taryn could think of who might possibly be able to help her.

‘There never were any dragons,’ her inner self groaned.

“Yes, there were!” Taryn shouted, and heard it roll up the stairs to the library’s doors and back down again. She swung back before her head could get the better of her, her voice rising sure and strident in the early air. “There were dragons! I saw them, they were real! There were dragons in your hair and on your shoulders and everywhere around you—”

The lady on the steps gazed up at her with her secret smile as understanding slowly took hold on Taryn’s face.

“And there still are,” she said softly. “Aren’t there?”

The lady threw out her arms, laughing. All around her, dragons exploded into sight, churning around her in a storm of chirping, singing wings.
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“I knew, aye. I knew.” The lady on the steps picked up another square of paper, metallic green, and began to fold. Her hands did this deftly, unsupervised. Her eyes were on Taryn, glittering with good humor, and her dragons were nestled in her hair. “I knew thee was coming. The wind told me. The rain. I did not know who, but I knew there was one seeking me. What need is it that brings thee?” 

“I have…a terrible problem.” Taryn looked down at the pack in her arms, paced away, and then returned in an agony of trust. “Who are you?”

“They call me Romany, for I go where I will,” the lady said proudly. Her eye lit on Taryn’s pack and gleamed. “What treasure, love? What precious penny?”

“The most precious,” Taryn admitted, every word a stone. Her heart in her throat, she reached into the pack and brought Aisling out into the light.

She watched the smile fade from Romany’s face, to be replaced by an awful shock. It was the one expression, the one outcome to this spur-of-the-moment trip, that she had never expected. Seeing it, she suddenly knew she had made a terrible mistake. The strength left her legs. The warmth left her blood. She tried to back away and fell, landing with a bruising thud on her butt in the shadow of the great grey library.

“Peace, thee,” the lady whispered. Romany touched her nimble fingers to her lips, still staring gravely at what Taryn held. “I will not harm thee, nay, thee has but caught me all a’swim. Such a treasure you bear. I thought them lost to this world. Where found thee this unfledged pearl?”

“In the woods. In a caved-in den. In the rain.” She didn’t seem to be capable of stringing words together any better than that. Every breath hurt. “Fifteen years ago. An egg.”

Romany looked up sharply and then returned a gaze of new wonder on Aisling. “Is it so, aye? Is it? Thee raised it to hatching? Thee and kin?”

“Just me,” said Taryn. “No one else knew. And now I’m so scared.” Tears that had been building since the previous night finally came to a head and poured out of her. “You’ve got to help me, please! I don’t know what to do! He’s a miracle and I’m going to kill him!”

“Nay, nay. Peace. Be still.” Romany contemplated the sleeping griffin, her thin fingers folded beneath her chin. All around them was the emptiness of the abandoned library, but somewhere, Taryn could hear cars driving, people shouting, children laughing. Somewhere.

“What would thee do?” Romany asked at last. Her eyes were hooded and grave. “If thee had thy will of it, what would thee do?”

“I need to help him,” Taryn said at once. “I have to. He’s got no one else. But I don’t know what to do. I thought…you might know things.”

The gypsy looked startled, and then delighted. “Aye,” she said, long fingers brushing imaginary flecks of dust from the folds of her skirt. “Many things and many more things does Romany know. But for thee…mmm…For thee, the best that I can know is to tell thee where to look for knowledge.” 

Romany stood, a cloud of dragons whirling out and then back to nest in their eerily-orchestrated dance. She began to move up the concrete stair to the library, beckoning with one slender hand as she passed Taryn.

Taryn’s legs gathered under her almost of their own accord, but she didn’t immediately move to follow. She looked again at the library and saw the dead, black eyes of its many empty windows, the dead, cracked flesh of its abandoned walls. “It’s closed,” she said, hugging Aisling just a little tighter to her chest.

Romany never paused. The sparkling threads sewn into her garments dulled as she passed into the shadow of the overhang, but that was all.

Taryn took two steps up the ramp and stopped again, her heart hurting. “It’s empty!” she called, and flinched when the library’s hollows threw back her words in broken shivers. She looked bleakly at it again, the playgrounds of her youth, and said, “It’s dead.”

“Nay.” Romany turned just enough to show Taryn the edges of her smile. “Tis sleeping, aye. Tis sleeping only. But it will wake for me and thee. Come. Follow.” Humming, the gypsy put her hands on the heavy, dungeon doors and pulled.

For just a moment, Taryn thought she saw a shimmer rising in the shadows before the library, the way that heat waves will rise off a sun-baked street if you squint at it just right. And for that instant, it seemed there were two sets of doors, one that remained fixed and shut and one that opened soundlessly, almost gleefully, under Romany’s slender hands. Taryn blinked, and then there was only Romany, holding wide the dungeon doors of the Redmond library, smiling back over her round shoulder with that sly and knowing smile.

Taryn drew back, nervously searching the empty parking lot behind her, half-expecting a host of cops to descend on them with lights and sirens and billy-clubs flying. “We shouldn’t be here,” she said.

“Nay,” agreed her companion, utterly without shame. “Therefore, swiftly go, before the waking of this place brings attention thee might do better to avoid.”

It was hard to argue with that.
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Taryn’s feet took her up under the overhang. Every step brought her a little further back in time. There, she could see the drinking fountain, her childhood favorite now impossibly short, and the little carpet-covered concrete stair that bucked out before it. There, she could see the door to the conference room, dark and still, just a tangle of shadows behind black windows. There, she could see the display case and no sooner did her eyes strike it, but the little light inside came on, sputtering at first, as unused lights will do, before glowing out with force and illuminating proudly its collection of treasures. 

Taryn stepped over the threshold and under Romany’s arm, all her wondering attention fixed on that glowing glass case. She was only dimly aware of the great door whispering shut and settling once more. She was fascinated by what she saw. She was amazed.

There was an old leather backpack occupying one corner of the case. It was a well-used thing, worn and patched and stained. Its top flap was unbuckled and flung casually back to reveal its contents: metal stakes, half-burnt candles, dented tins (one of these, also open, displayed a dozen of the thickest, ugliest wooden matches Taryn had ever seen), rolls of white linen, several sheets of stained paper, a tiny bottle half-filled with ink, and a book, laid open to a hand-drawn map and some spiky tired-looking letters in a language Taryn couldn’t make out. A traveler’s pack, that much was obvious. One that had seen plenty of hard traveling in its time before retiring here in the sleeping library to rest at last.

Beside it, raised up on forked blocks, was a sword. A saber, really, wider cut at the curve than at the hilt. It still looked very sharp, for all that it looked very well-used. It was not made of metal, but of a deep purple substance that seemed almost crystalline. Taryn knelt to better see the broad, pitted blade and found that she could see right through it in the right light. And there were marks down the unsharpened back of the saber’s blade, carvings or etchings, but like the writing in the book, they were not letters Taryn knew. 

The sword’s scabbard sat below it, still attached to the belt that had carried it. It was a very narrow-waisted belt. A ladies’ belt, Taryn thought, although there was no proof of this anywhere. The only ornamentation the belt carried was in its buckle—a plain, round buckle made of some beaten, dull metal, and marked with a hook-shape. Or not a hook at all, she realized, but finally a letter she could recognize. J. That was all. Just J.

The other items in the case, although unusual, could not capture quite the same depth of amazement as these three world-weary retirees. They were relics, she was sure; there were golden idols and jewels and priceless artifacts, there were cups and mirrors, carvings, daggers, beaded headdresses, rings, staff-heads, stone bowls, balls, bottles sealed with silver caps and wax, and so many marvelous things that Taryn couldn’t seem to see them all, but her eyes kept returning to that pack, that sword, that belt. J. 

When she straightened up at last and reluctantly turned away from the display case, Romany was waiting by the inner library doors. At her shoulder was the same library calendar, empty now but for a scrap of what looked an awful lot like leather. The word MOOT had been painted on it in broad strokes of blue.

“Where are we?” Taryn asked, pulling her gaze with effort away from that unknowable word. “Where are we really?”

Romany pushed open the inner doors and held them wide, waiting. After a moment, Taryn went.

It was cold inside and there was a smell, the sort that one came home to after a week’s vacation. Not neglect, exactly, nothing musty or precisely stale, but only the smell of a building that was lonely. Taryn ducked beneath Romany’s arm, feeling threads of the gypsy’s shawl brush over her like cobwebs. A number of dragons made the leap onto Taryn’s back, but quickly scampered off again as she straightened up inside the sleeping library. She could see empty shelves, empty tables, the empty counter that librarians had once manned. 

The lights began to come on, one by one from left to right, and Taryn saw that it was not entirely empty after all. At her right, halfway down the wall where the old kiddie section used to be (in the very same set of shelves, in fact, where she had once been able to find the adventures of Jenny Fletcher, Girl Genius) there were books.

“Go,” Romany said suddenly. The gypsy’s voice was stark in the cavernous room, but it did not echo. The library, starved for company, held on to every sound. “I will hold the door. Go, thee, and swiftly.”

Taryn moved as one in a dream, her gaze wide and fixed upon her destination, her feet numb even as they carried her. The books were very old, every one of them bound in leather or in wood, and although many spines were marked in some fashion (crests, circles, strange runic-looking embossing in gold or silver) none of them showed titles.

She began at the top shelf, the far left, with the first book in a whole row of identical green-covered books. She put her hand on one and felt leather worn smooth as rose petals beneath her fingers. She pulled it out into the light and turned it to see the front cover. Silver paint made letters that, finally, she could read. Far-Telling Arcanos. Volume One: Aeromancy.

There were no such books. Oh sure, in the movies, pretty little heroines in tight sweaters were always tripping down to their local libraries when zombies popped up and finding books like these, but Taryn had been to a great many real libraries in her life and there were no such books. She jostled Aisling to her shoulder so that she could open this impossible book and saw thick pages with hand-written lettering and greatly-ornamented margins. The first letter of every new page was always drawn in the shape of a contorted dragon. The secrets of Aeromancy explained. How to see the future in the air. 

With trembling hands, Taryn shelved Volume One and brought out Volume Two. Anthropomancy, it said. She opened it and gazed in silence at many beautiful and painstakingly-illustrated pages diagramming exactly how humans should be laid out for sacrifice, which organs should be read and how.

The voice of Romany drifted to her, no louder than a whisper. “Hurry, thee.”

Taryn made herself close the book and pull out the next. Astragalomancy. And the next, Capnomancy. And down through all fifteen volumes of the Far-Telling Arcanos. The first book she touched after that was called Magickal Circles, and after that, A Collection of the Maps of the Ancient Kingdoms of the Three Realms. Her heart leapt when she found the words Magical Beasts carved on the cover of one book, until she opened it and found the addendum ‘and their uses’ penned beneath an illustration of an eviscerated unicorn.

The books seemed to be in no particular order, although collections were kept together. Some books had no titles on the front covers at all and had to be opened. She found many books on sorcery, particularly on ways of divination: examining tea leaves, candle flames, incense smoke, bird flights, the movements of melted lead or pearls in water, burning the livers of donkeys or llamas or humans, reading palms, reading fingers, reading feet. She found books on the magical properties of rocks, trees, herbs, and every other imaginable thing. She found books on the making of amulets and talismans. She found books on how to make and activate runes and wards. Books on how to invoke spirits, elementals, djinn, the dead, homunculi, or demons. And there were spell books by the dozens, providing a reading wizard with everything from magical flames to foods to slaves to sex to killing curses. And here and there, tantalizing her, were books Taryn would have loved to sit and read: The Draconid, Chimerae in the Age of Reason, A True Accounting of the Infliction of Lycanthropy.

But it was on the last shelf, tucked unimportantly between Vedekum’s Necronthology and the first volume of The Alchemist’s Arts, that Taryn found what she knew she was looking for. 

It was a small book, comparatively speaking. It was about the size of a video cassette tape and half the thickness. The cover was soft leather, rubbed shiny, and title-less. The pages were sewn into the binding, not paper at all, but a soft and supple fabric. The lettering was neat, if haphazardly spelled at times. And on the first page was written, The Care and Feeding of Young Griffins, by Bancha Sorefoot.

“I found it!” Taryn called, startled, and Aisling raised his head and chirped distress.

Taryn backed away from the shelves, pulling him down in the crook of her arm again and trying to turn pages with just one hand. Chapter One: Griffin or Gryphon? She laughed out loud, her eyes still huge and unbelieving.

“Hurry!” Romany said again, and this was urgency in her voice.

“Okay, I’m coming!” And without thinking about it, Taryn went to the check-out counter, set her book down, and dug into her back pocket for her wallet. In the very back sleeve was a worn and wrinkled slip of paper, marked with a six-year old’s best penmanship, and Taryn brought it out. She turned it over and wrote ‘Care and Feeding of Griffins’ on the back and left it. Then she picked up her book, renewed her grip on her griffin, and headed for the door.

Romany stared past her at the library card left on the counter. On her face, an expression of surprise had finally erased all the slyness. When she looked at Taryn next, she was smiling. “Well done, thee,” she said. “Now come, and quickly.”

Taryn went, ducking beneath the gypsy’s arm and then on ahead, to wait by the heavy outer doors for Romany to come and open them. Romany was there in an instant, humming under her breath as she pushed. The gypsy’s arms strained, but the doors didn’t budge. Taryn knew a moment of kindling panic, but Romany only panted out a dry chuckle and hummed a little louder. “Think thee so, thee old buzzard? Ha. For am I not Romany? I go where I will!” She pushed again, rolling her shoulders like a cat about to pounce, as easy in her element as the dragons singing softly in her hair.

Taryn felt, or thought she felt, a subtle shifting beneath her feet, as though the building itself had heaved a sigh of parting, and she glanced back through the tinted glass and into the sleeping library for one last wistful look.

At the librarian’s counter, intangible as a ghost, the figure of an old woman in long robes seemed to be materializing out of the air. She could see this entity peering down at the counter, see it pinching up her library card and looking around with a baffled expression, but it was fading, or she was. Romany’s humming grew louder and then the doors were swinging wide. There was no ghost and no librarian. All was dark. The library was asleep again.

Taryn stepped out into the autumn air, smelling rain on wet pavement and hearing the not-so-distant drone of traffic and the raised, laughing voices of children moving in and out of the real library down the street.

Taryn lingered in the shade of the overhang and opened her new book at random, skimming rapidly through words she knew she’d probably memorize before too long.

There are some who believe griffins are only female. These people need to have sex more often. Maybe if they did, they’d eventually realize that, leaving aside the nature of certain invertebrates and, of course, the puppet yewhg, males are necessary for more than just moving heavy objects. However, I won’t say that males aren’t rare. In each of the four species collectively known as griffins, males make up only five percent of the population entire.

“And is thee satisfied?” Romany asked, stepping up close behind her.

“Yes! Thank you!” Taryn flipped rapidly through pages to continue reading.

Shortly after hatching, the young chicks are fed for the first time. One parent (usually the cob, since the crown seldom leaves her den during the hatching process) will bring back some small game and shred the entrails into chick-sized bites. The stomach, liver, and intestines are always fed to the chick first, while Mama eats the meat of this first meal herself. It would appear the chicks need something in the animal’s digestive track to set their own works in motion—

Taryn wanted to scream with joy. “Thank you!” she managed at last. “Oh, thank you, Romany! I can do this now!”

“How certain thee is.”

“But I can feed him now!” Taryn made herself close the book, but she couldn’t stop hugging it, almost as tightly as she hugged Aisling. “I know what I’m doing and it’ll be okay now!”

Romany was studying her with a distinctly hurtful scrutiny. It was not contempt she showed, exactly, as there was nothing deliberately unkind in her eyes, but all the same, Taryn knew the gypsy thought she was looking at a fool. She didn’t have to say it, but she sure didn’t bother to hide it.

“What?” Taryn stammered, her excitement ebbing.

“Where will thee take him now, Romany wonders,” the gypsy said mildly. Her dragons raised themselves in a sudden gust and blew out from her in a cloud. Romany did not even blink her knowing eyes. “Where will thee take him to feed him what thee now knows thee must?”

“Home, I guess.”

“Home is where for thee?”

Taryn could feel herself blushing. “It’s, um, an apartment down in Oregon. It’ll do for now, though. I mean—”

“Aye,” Romany said simply. “For now.”

Silence. Taryn shifted on the steps of the library, looking down at Aisling when she could no longer meet the gypsy’s eyes. “I know it won’t be easy,” she said. “I know it’ll take more than a book, but…”

Romany said nothing. Her dragons continued to circle and spin and sing in the air above her.

Taryn made herself look away from the crown of her sleeping griffin. “I’ve got to try,” she said. “He’s a miracle. I’d do anything.”

“Ah.” The gypsy’s eyes, black and wet as ink, sought Taryn’s. They showed no reflection. “Would thee give him up?”

Taryn shut her eyes against the pain that lanced through her. She couldn’t answer right away, but no amount of anguished debate could produce a different answer than that which had first come to her. “No,” she said. “If…If there was no other way to save him and someone else could, then maybe…but I would have to be sure that he would be all right and I don’t think I can be sure. He’s a baby. He’s just a baby. How could I give him up to anyone?”

“And to keep him, to raise him rightly, what would thee give up?”

Taryn shook her head, stepping away in confusion. “I don’t know how to answer that. Do you want money?”

“I want naught. What would thee lose, to have him?”

Taryn looked down into Aisling’s sleeping face. Her own crumpled. “Anything,” she said, aching.

“Mean thee this generous boast?” Romany’s voice was sharp.

“Yes. I don’t have much, but…I’ll do whatever I have to do if you’ll help me.”

“I? Nay, my help must be limited. I cannot take him and I cannot take thee. But I can render thee some small aids, aye, and that I will do if thee can only answer me. How shall thee save him?”

Taryn stared into the implacable face of the gypsy. “What do you mean?”

“How shall thee save him?” Romany asked again, her voice hardening. “If thee should raise him to mastery, how shall that save him? How shall thee teach thy charge to hunt? To fly? Where shall he lair? What shall be his territory? What, his prey? His mate? Come, ‘tis a measure of shortest time to answer. How shall thee save him?”

“I—” Taryn fell helplessly silent.

“Thee cannot keep him.” Romany’s face softened. Her hand came out to brush lightly at Taryn’s windblown hair. “Kill him,” she said. “Tis kindest.”

“I won’t!” Taryn’s arms tightened protectively, rousing the griffin from sleep. 

“He will always be a secret thee must keep. And thee cannot keep such secrets here.” Romany’s gaze drifted, looking out over the empty lot, to the tops of city-trees and the outlines of buildings beyond. Grown-up Redmond. She shook her head, looking faintly pained, and then returned her attention to Taryn. “Thee could never keep such secrets. Would thee have him suffer captivity all his long days? Kill him.”

“No!” She didn’t even know how to argue with something so wrong. It took several seconds before she could even try, and Romany watched her with open pity all the while. “He has to live,” Taryn managed at last. “I won’t kill him just to…to keep my apartment! That’s obscene!”

“Is it?”

“Yes, it is! How could you even suggest it? It’d be like…like selling him or…It’s just wrong!” she finished desperately. “There has to be another way. I’ll…I’ll go someplace else.”

Romany was silent for a long time, silent and very still. Her eyes were somehow very deep, bright as wet ink, but filled with warning thoughts. She watched Taryn pace up and down in the shadowed overhang, and nothing moved apart from the tips of her hair where dragons shifted. Finally, haltingly, in a voice scarcely more than a whisper, she said, “Would thee leave this place? To raise him?”

“Of course I would.” Taryn kept pacing, hoping the kinesis of motion would magically transform itself into thought. Granna Birgit’s cabin. That was all she could think of. Out in the wilds on the edge of Yellowstone. No neighbors to speak of, but there were hikers, and she had no idea what she was going to do for money. Still, it was the best she had, and she was sure Granna Birgit would let her stay. She’d have a harder time keeping the other relatives away once summer rolled around. Her Aunt Janet’s kids were going to be the worst of them. They were pretty evil anyway, and they’d been using the cabin for their own personal Spring Break hangout for so many years—

“There is a place I could take thee,” Romany said. She did not flinch when Taryn swung around, but neither did she try to disguise the unease her face revealed. “A place where thee could raise him, aye, even for so long. It is no little distance, no small hardship. Is thee willing?”

“Yes,” Taryn said unhesitatingly. “When do we leave?”

Romany’s eyes dipped down to Aisling and showed that uncertainty again. “Very soon, aye. Two days, I could give thee,” she continued in a low, musing tone. She didn’t bother to look up and gauge Taryn’s reaction. There was no room for debate in her offer. “Time to render thy possessions to be taken or abandoned. Time to will farewell to kith and kin. And I shall make arrangements here, that there should be letters sent, if thee should wish it.” Her eyes burned out with that pained, tentative emotion, and she added, “I would carry letters for thee, aye. I could do that much.” Her voice turned sharp again. “And then return to me, thee and thine. I shall take thee to a place where thee can keep him, if thee does desire it, but there must be great danger.”

“I understand,” Taryn said.

Romany merely looked at her and shaped a crooked sort of smile. “Thee doesn’t,” she said gently. “Thee can’t.”

“Okay,” said Taryn. “But I’m going anyway.”

The gypsy’s smile faded.

“He’s a miracle.” Taryn wrapped her arms a little tighter around her backpack, cradling the unseen griffin it carried. “He needs me and I’m going to save him.”

Romany pulled her shawl closer around her shoulders and the dragons nestling there rose in frantic funnels before setting again in her hair. “Go,” she said quietly. “Return swiftly as thee is able, and I shall take thee to Arcadia.” She turned and began to make her way down the stairs, glancing skyward as she came out of the shadowed overhang. “I do not trust even the wind of this world,” she muttered. “Go, thee. Soon all the storms that come will be for thee.”
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