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| CHAPTER ONE | [image: ] THE GIRL WHO SAVED A UNICORN


Once was, once wasn’t.

A long time ago, in that forest that lies between the Alborz Mountains and the Caspian Sea, a girl went foraging for mushrooms.

It had rained the day before. The ground was soft and damp, and the air smelled of loam and moss. It was a good day for mushrooms, and the girl had nearly filled her basket with lion’s mane and hen-of-the-woods when she heard a sound away off in the trees. It sounded like an animal crying out in pain.

There were leopards in the forest, and jackals, and brown bears. But this girl didn’t like to think of any creature suffering. So she set out into the forest in the direction of the sound, to see if she could help. A little ways off the path, in a clearing in the deep woods, she found the source of the cries.

The unicorn was bleeding and scared, its leg caught in a hunter’s snare. It was a huge beast, and very wild. The girl had never seen such an animal before, and she knew at once that it was special. She also knew that as soon as the hunter returned to check on his snare, the unicorn would be no more. So she swallowed her fear and crept up on it, as gently and as carefully as she could. To calm it down, she offered it some of the mushrooms she’d picked. And when she felt it was safe to approach, the girl bent down and opened up the trap.

The beast seemed to fill up the entire clearing with its long legs and its sharp, treacherous horn. The girl stood there frozen, too awed and frightened to move. The unicorn looked at its savior for a long time. Then it took a cautious step on its injured leg toward the girl, lowered its massive head, and plunged its horn into her chest, right above her heart.

The girl fell to the ground, and as she did, a piece of the unicorn’s horn broke off inside her. The unicorn watched her for another moment, then turned and loped off into the woods, favoring its wounded leg, and was not seen again for a hundred years.

The girl, bleeding and in shock, managed to gather enough strength to return to the village at the edge of the woods, where she lived. There she collapsed and was carried to her bed. She lay there for many days. At first no one thought she would survive. But after a day, the bleeding stopped. And after three days, the pain began to subside. Slowly the wound grew smaller and smaller, until all that remained was a crescent-shaped scar, just above her heart, and a little piece of unicorn horn, lodged between her ribs.

Time passed, and the girl became a woman. She married, and had children, and when they were born, some of them had crescent birthmarks above their hearts too. And so did some of their children, and their children’s children, and so on. It’s said, though no one can be sure, that some of the girl’s descendants are still alive today, and that a few of them still carry that mark on their skin, where the unicorn first touched her.

And it’s whispered that maybe, just maybe, there’s still a little of the unicorn inside them.






| CHAPTER TWO | [image: ] THE WORK


I shouldn’t have been working reception.

A veterinary clinic is no place for an impatient person, and I was furious with everything and everyone in the universe. But Dominic needed a lunch break, and the techs were all busy, and as my dad would have said, The world does not stop for our feelings, Marjan. Which left me as the friendly face of our practice. So there I was, praying the phone wouldn’t ring, and that the lobby would remain empty for the next half hour, so that I could be angry at the world in peace.

Mainly I was angry about two things. The first thing was the clinic itself. As of three weeks ago, the West Berkeley Animal Clinic belonged to me. I’d never asked for it, and the first week of my sophomore year in high school wasn’t exactly the best time to suddenly become the owner of a debt-saddled veterinary clinic. In addition to school, homework, and what passed for a social life, I now had payroll, rent, utilities, insurance, and a bunch of other responsibilities I didn’t want. Including covering the reception desk so Dominic could take lunch.

And then there was the way it had happened.

This was my dad’s clinic. He was a veterinarian, and he’d owned the place for as long as I could remember. Dads don’t normally just hand over their businesses to their teenaged daughters. But my dad wasn’t normal. Anyway, he hadn’t had much of a choice.

The police weren’t sure exactly how he’d been killed. There was no murder weapon, but no one could figure out how a person could have done that with just their bare hands. I heard one of the first responders say that it looked like he’d been hit by a truck. But even that didn’t explain the burns.

There were no suspects. There were no fingerprints, no footprints. There was no DNA, no hair samples or skin flakes or anything else you see in the TV shows. There was no security camera footage. There wasn’t even a motive that anyone could guess. Nothing had been stolen from our house. Nothing had been disturbed, except in the room where my dad had died.

So that was the second thing I was angry about.

I’d been coming to the clinic for the past week. Mostly I kept to my dad’s old office, which was quiet and small and felt safe in a way nowhere else did. Or I hung out in the procedure room, where I could put on a face mask and disappear, and all I had to do was pet the animals and keep them calm. The lobby felt exposed. I felt like a puppy in a pet shop window, only instead of a puppy, I was a wolverine, and rabid.

But there was no one else to do it, so I’d sat down in Dominic’s chair, and dug my fingernails into my palms to distract myself, and told myself I’d be okay—not fine, not by a long shot—but okay, as long as I didn’t have to talk to anyone.

I was telling myself that when the door opened.

She came right up to the desk, no hesitation, a heat-seeking missile with a happy face drawn on. I guessed she was in her early twenties. Brown hair, delicate wire-frame glasses, brown eyes that locked on mine the second she saw me. A smile that made me feel a bit like a friend, and a bit like prey.

She didn’t have an animal with her. Never a good sign, in a veterinary clinic.

“You must be Marjan,” she said. “I’m sorry about your dad.”

And she knew my name. Even worse.

“Who are you?” The edge in my voice could have cut bone, but her smile never even flinched.

“We’ve never met,” she said.

“Did he owe you money?” I asked. “Because you’ll have to talk to his accountant, and I can pretty much guarantee…”

She waved the question away, then reached into her canvas bag, drew out a business card, and set it on the reception desk in front of me. There were no words on it, just a symbol foil-stamped in bronze—a teakettle with a serpentine shape coiled inside it. I waited to see if she would explain what I was looking at, until it became clear that she was waiting for me to recognize it.

“No?” she said at last. I shook my head. She smiled again, a sad smile. “He didn’t tell you. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

“About what?” I asked.

“Lots of things,” she said. “Your dad. What happened to him.” She paused. “The work.”

The work.

The way she said those words stirred something warm and alien in my chest. Maybe it was just more anger—a nice vintage anger I’d been holding on to for a long time. Or maybe it was something else. Maybe it was curiosity.

Maybe it was hope.



Sometimes, when they called his cell phone, I’d pick it up. My dad hated that.

“Is Jim Dastani there?” they’d say, which always sounded weird to me. My dad’s name was Jamsheed. “Jim” felt like an especially pathetic kind of cultural surrender, because aside from being aggressively ordinary, it didn’t even work. He was so obviously not a “Jim.”

I’d make sure whoever was calling heard me shouting “DAAAAAD! It’s for YOOOUUUU!” because that seemed about the most unprofessional first impression you could make on a client. My dad would come thumping down the stairs, two at a time. Whenever he was annoyed, he made a face that was kind of like a smile, if a smile were physically painful. To be fair, though, a lot of things looked physically painful when my dad did them—eating, laughing, sleeping. Which is probably why he didn’t do any of those things as much as he should have.

Snatching the phone from my hands, he’d give me a stern look, like I was about to be in trouble. But I never was. What was he going to do? Ground me? You can’t ground someone if you’re not there to enforce it.

He’d take the call into his room, not a word to me. He’d shut the door, and no matter how hard I pressed my ear to it, all I’d hear would be murmurs.

The calls never lasted very long. He’d open the door as soon as they were over, hand the phone back to me, not mad or even annoyed anymore. In his head, he was already packing, already leaving, already heading to the airport or the train station or wherever the hell he went.

“So, where to this time?” I’d ask when I really felt like being a brat.

If I was lucky, he might say something like “Somewhere warm,” or “It’s a quiet little town.” That’s about all I’d get. Whether he was actually talking to me, or just reminding himself so that he packed the right things, was never exactly clear. And he might ignore me completely until the bag was packed.

Our ritual, the real ritual, happened at the door. He’d stop at the doorway, like he’d just remembered something, and he’d turn around. Always, I’d be there, waiting for that moment.

“Marjan,” he’d say, “everything you need is—”

“I know.” There was no need to go over it—credit card in the kitchen drawer, cash in an envelope next to the sink. Emergency phone numbers—the ones that actually called the local police and fire dispatches instead of the highway patrol—taped up next to a business card for a local taxi service, and the number for the pizza place that delivered. Everything I needed was where it always was.

Then the promise. “I’ll be home soon.”

“Soon” could mean a day, or it could mean a week. I wouldn’t know until it was over.

Then he’d put the bag down and hug me. I guess I used to hug back, when I was younger. Hard to remember. He’d hold me like that a few seconds, and then the apology.

“I’m sorry. One day…”

Right. One day this would make sense.

When I was younger, I thought all veterinarians had clients like this. After Mom died, I started to figure out how weird it was. I used to get angry at him for leaving. Then, later, I got mean. I accused him of being all kinds of things. Drug smuggler. Spy. Had another secret family, somewhere across the country. Or maybe I was the secret family.

“It’s just people who need my help,” was always his explanation. And because I’d never seen him care about anything more than he cared about his work, I believed him.

Then he’d say, “I love you.”

Never really sure what he meant by that. He was always leaving when he said it.

Finally, the last look. The one where I felt like an animal on the table in the procedure room, like he was trying to spot the tumor, or the infection, or the worm in my eye. And then the little sigh of defeat, like whatever it was he’d seen was beyond his power to fix.

That’s how he’d leave me, ever since I was ten years old—completely on my own, wondering what was wrong with me.

And in the end, that’s how he left me, forever.

That was the work.



I convinced Dr. Paulson to lend me her tech for a few minutes to watch the lobby. Then I led the woman back to my dad’s office and shut the door behind us.

The office wasn’t really designed for meetings. The walls were too tight, and the desk was too big. You could fit two people comfortably enough, if one of them sat on the floor, which was what I usually did when my dad was alive. But this wasn’t that kind of meeting, and so we both bumbled around the desk, shuffling the chairs so that we could sit, see each other, and not be too cramped against a wall or a bookshelf. I had the odd feeling that my dad was somehow standing between us, shouldering this way and that, making things even harder. But of course, that was impossible.

Finally we figured out how to both sit without bumping knees. The woman placed one hand on the desk, palm up, and smiled at me.

“Can I see your hand?” she asked.

I don’t know what I thought she wanted my hand for, but the confidence with which she asked for it was enough for me to place it on top of hers, palm up. Before I could say anything, she had jabbed a needle into the tip of my index finger, and squeezed up a tiny red pearl of blood.

“Ow!” I said. “What the hell?”

It wasn’t until I tried to pull my hand back that I noticed how tight her grip had become.

“Just a minute,” she said calmly. “There’s nothing to be worried about.”

She dabbed up the blood with a thin strip of paper, which she then set on the desk between us. As I watched the blood spread up the paper, she let my hand go.

“Have you ever heard of the Hyrcanian Line?” she asked.

“Um, have you ever heard of asking before you stick someone with a sharp object? What was that?”

“A sterile needle,” she said. “Promise.”

She picked up the test strip and held it to the light. It was hard to say for sure, but it seemed like some kind of pattern was emerging in the places where my blood had bloomed. The woman smiled to herself, a smile of relief and satisfaction.

“I’m sorry about that,” she said. “It won’t happen again. Now, the Hyrcanian Line: Have you heard of it?”

I had not heard of the Hyrcanian Line.

“I’m going to assume, then, that you don’t know anything at all,” said the woman, “and that what I’m going to tell you will come as a surprise.”

She opened her bag and took out a brown envelope, then slid it across the desk to me.

“I need you to go to England,” she said. “Tonight.”

“Excuse me?” I said.

“Everything’s paid for,” she continued. “It’s all there. The only ticket available was first class. I figured you wouldn’t mind.”

“Are you joking?” She didn’t look like she was joking. “Who are you? What’s the Hyrcanian Line?”

She ignored my questions. “A man named Simon Stoddard will pick you up at the airport and take you to an estate in the Midlands. Does this make sense so far?”

“Sure,” I said. “I fly to the other side of the world, where some guy I don’t know takes me somewhere I’ve never heard of. Then what happens?”

“Then you’ll meet a griffon,” she said. “It’s sick. You’ll help it.”

“A griffon,” I said. “You mean, like a dog? A Brussels griffon? You know I’m not a vet, right? You know I’m fifteen.”

“I know,” she said. “And no, nothing like a dog.”

I kept checking her face for signs that this was some kind of elaborate prank, but all she gave me was a half-hidden smile that seemed like it had been baked into her face. Finally I took the envelope and opened it. Inside was an airplane ticket—first class, as promised—and a stack of candy-colored English currency. All of it looked very real.

“A griffon,” I said again. “What am I supposed to do with a griffon?”

“Meet it, examine it, make a recommendation,” she said. “That’s all. And then you’ll come back.”

“A recommendation?”

“You’ll understand,” she said.

“Who are you?” I asked. “What is this?”

She took off her glasses, folded them, and set them on the desk.

“This,” she said, “is the work.”

“Why should I believe you?” I asked. “Why should I believe any of this?”

“Because if you trust me, maybe I can help you find out who killed your dad.”

Her face, playful a moment before, became suddenly serious.

“I don’t know who it was,” she said, in answer to the question my face must have been asking. “But I’d like to know. I’d like to help. We’d like to help.”

“Who’s we?”

She sat forward, resting her hands on the table. “Did he ever mention Ithaca?”

“Ithaca?”

“I know this is a hard time. And I know you have questions. Right now, it’s better this way. We can talk more when you get back.”

“Who says I’m going? I have the clinic. I have school.”

“Of course you do,” she said. She stood up to go, a movement that would have been dramatic if not for the tight quarters. She nodded at the envelope, its contents fanned out on the desk in front of me. “Well, hang on to all that, in case you change your mind.”

Then she turned and walked out the door.

Technically I did have the clinic. But I was pretty sure we would be out of business within months. When I looked at the numbers, I couldn’t for the life of me see how they had ever worked. Even Dominic, who had managed the office with unwavering confidence for the last two years, was starting to remind me of an old shelter dog who’d given up all hope of ever being adopted.

And school, well. I hadn’t been there since Dad died. I wasn’t really looking forward to going back. I didn’t need my whole class looking at me and trying to figure out what to say.

Still, I collected the things the woman had left behind and put them back into the envelope. It was easier to be reasonable with myself when I wasn’t looking at a stack of money and a first-class ticket to somewhere else. I stood up and walked back out to the lobby.

There was a picture of my dad on the wall. Dr. Paulson had put it up after he died, after checking with me that it was okay. It was the same picture that he’d used for everything—the website, all the brochures that the medicine companies printed for us for free. I’d seen it a million times. He was wearing his white jacket, with a light blue button-down shirt underneath. His face was long and thin and the color of chestnut. He had a serious expression, like someone in a picture from a hundred years ago who’s never had their picture taken before. Eyebrows clenched together, mouth tight, thick black hair swept away from his face, his dark glaring eyes softened by long, delicate lashes. Jamsheed Dastani—a man of education and wisdom, a man of compassion, a man you’d trust with your pet.

It was a convincing illusion. If you really looked, though, the eyes broke it. They were heavy and haunted, the eyes of a lost soul. The picture’s secret—the one you’d only figure out if you studied it a million times, like I had—was that he wasn’t really looking at the camera. His face was tilted the right way, and the eyeline was close enough to fool almost anyone. But his gaze was really fixed on something far away and sad, just like it had been when he was alive.

I looked at the picture then. It was demanding my attention, like it had just cleared its throat, like it had something to say. But it didn’t say anything. My dad’s eyes gazed out of the frame, looked past me toward things in the distance, things he never talked about.

It would, of course, be incredibly reckless to get on an international flight, bound for a mysterious destination, to administer care I was unqualified to give to a creature that didn’t exist. No thinking person would ever do something so dangerously stupid.

I looked at my dad’s picture until I couldn’t stand it any longer. This was his fault. All of it. This clinic, this waste of time and money that was now legally my responsibility: his fault. This strange woman and her unreasonable requests: his fault. The fact that I was even considering them: his fault.

Someone had murdered him one afternoon, in his own home: his fault.

I walked back to Exam One, where Dr. Paulson was just finishing with her patient. I knocked gently on the door, then opened it a crack.

“Something wrong?” asked Dr. Paulson.

I’d always liked Dr. Paulson. She was blunt, but in a way that felt compassionate. Our resident avian specialist, she loved all animals, but birds in particular. She had a pair of lovebirds named Tristan and Iseult, and an African gray named Hemingway that recited T. S. Eliot and Emily Dickinson with manic glee whenever she brought him into the office. She kept a copy of The Sibley Guide to Birds on her desk, and two framed prints from Audubon’s Birds of North America hung on her wall. She even reminded me a bit of a bird sometimes—something still and patient and precise, a heron maybe. She was tall and slender and serious, but it wasn’t that. It was the stillness—the way certain kinds of hunting birds can freeze and become part of the landscape. That’s how she seemed to me in that moment. Poised and alert, scanning for information.

“I think I’m going to go home, Dr. P,” I said.

That was it—I would go home and think about things in a rational way, and having done that, I’d see that getting on a plane to England with no idea who or what awaited me there was reckless and irresponsible.

“I’m sure we’ll manage,” said Dr. P. “Everything okay?”

“Yep,” I lied. “All good. I think I just need to rest a bit.”

And stop thinking delirious thoughts about flying halfway across the world.

“You have to take care of yourself,” said Dr. Paulson.

“Oh, and I might take a couple days off.”

Wait, what? Had I just said that?

“Of course,” she said. “Whatever you need to do.”

“Thanks, Dr. P,” I said.

I must have been making a weird face. It felt like too much work to be a normal face.

“Marjan?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” I said. “I’m fine.” I don’t think I sounded fine.

“If you ever want to talk,” she said, “I’m here.”

She looked like she wanted to talk, which made me want to talk even less. The last thing I needed to hear was how someone else was handling the death of my father.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m good.”

Before she could say another word, I drew back out of the room and shut the door behind me. I stopped one last time in front of the picture of my dad, and tried to stand so that he was actually looking me in the eye. But everywhere I tilted and cocked my head, he was still looking past me.

“If I die,” I said to the picture, “it’s your fault.”



I did go home, so that wasn’t a lie.

Home was a fifty-year-old stucco house in the north Berkeley flatlands. From the street, it was a simple gray wall with two windows, a cement porch, and a door, beneath a streetlight on a telephone pole and a maple tree that grew from a square of dirt in the sidewalk. My dad’s Civic sat in the driveway, gathering leaves at the base of the windshield. It hadn’t been started since he died.

I was walking my bike up the steps from the street to the porch when I heard my name from behind me.

“Marjan, how are you, sweetie?” asked a warm voice, filled with care.

My next-door neighbor, a bustling woman named Francesca Wix, was now my legal guardian. She lived in a little old house that she’d inherited from her grandfather, with a revolving cast of foster dogs that my dad had treated for free, a year-round garden of fruits and vegetables, and an impressive collection of romance novels. She was three inches shorter than me, but her voice, toughened by years of peaceful protest, more than made up the difference. She wore bright, chunky ponchos with African designs, and big round glasses that made her eyes look like they were about to pop delightfully out of her head. When she wasn’t phone banking or making protest signs, Francesca worked at an anarchist bookstore. I’d never been there, but I often wondered if they had a romance section.

She’d volunteered to be my guardian partly because she felt like she owed my dad for all the years of free vet care, and partly because she was the kind of person who volunteered for things. On the day the approval came back from the courts, she brought us empanadas and Mexican Coca-Cola, and laid out her rules.

“Grief’s weird,” she said. “Do whatever you need to. You don’t need to tell me or ask permission. But”—and here she paused, wiped a crumb from her cheek, and became serious— “no drugs.”

Mostly she was too consumed with her dogs, her plants, and her anarchy to do much legal guarding. Still, she signed all the documents that needed signing, and occasionally she left food on my doorstep. Other than that, she stayed out of my life except to make sure, every time she saw me, that I was holding up okay, and not doing drugs.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You’re home early,” she said, pushing her glasses up so they rested atop her close-cropped Afro.

“I’m tired.” Yep, that was it. Tired. Definitely not on my way to do something incredibly stupid.

“Do you need anything?”

I shrugged and shook my head. There were many things I needed, but I wasn’t going to get them from Francesca Wix. With a wave and a forced smile, I left her at the bottom of the steps and carried the bike into the house.

The inside of my house was as dreary as the outside. A little kitchen with a tired old electric range and a noisy refrigerator that was probably in violation of the Paris Accords; a living room where very little living had ever happened; and a dark upper floor with two bedrooms, one bathroom, and an extra room full of boxed-up stuff that we never used for anything.

Just a girl, coming home early. The fact that I was emptying out my backpack, and then filling it up again—some clothes, toiletries, a passport (never used)—didn’t mean anything. Nothing to see here.

They’d found my dad in his bedroom. Someone had called 911 and then hung up. The front door had been open. The first day, the whole house had been taped off, and detectives had come and gone, gathering and cataloguing evidence. Then they’d packed up their stuff, handed me a receipt for the things they’d taken, shut his bedroom door, and disappeared. I hadn’t opened it since.

I paused outside it. Right then it felt like that door was everything my dad had been in life. Closed. Silent. Full of dark and probably unpleasant secrets I’d so far managed to avoid.

I wanted it to stay closed forever. And I wanted to kick it down.

My ears were ringing and my heart was pounding. My feet itched to move. It felt like my whole body was vibrating with electricity, with questions, with hunger. I had a bag in one hand and an airplane ticket in the other. What was I doing?



Nothing about the next few hours felt real.

From the car ride to the airport—I sat in the back of a shuttle van in quiet, stunned disbelief that I’d even come this far—to the fact that the airline was willing to honor the piece of paper I handed them as if it were in fact a ticket, and a first-class one at that, I felt like I was walking deeper and deeper into a slow-moving fever-dream, until I was actually on a plane, watching as the doors closed and the world I thought I knew fell away out the window.

I had no idea where I was going, and what would be expected of me when I got there. I had no idea how to prepare—or even if any preparation would help. When I thought back to my conversation with the woman, I wished I’d asked more questions, or asked the same questions over and over until she had answered them. A griffon? Was that really what she’d said? Had I heard her wrong? And anyway, why me? What good would I be to anyone, least of all a griffon?

But for all the questions I wished I could ask her, there were a million more I wished I could ask my dad. They were buzzing and whispering in my ears and in my head and in my heart, all the time, every day. They made me angry, and the anger made me exhausted. And if I didn’t at least try to answer them, they’d probably keep buzzing and whispering for the rest of my life. I’d probably be angry forever.

Somewhere over Hudson Bay, the exhaustion overrode the anger and strangeness, and I fell asleep and dreamed about a story my dad had told me, when I was very young.






| CHAPTER THREE | [image: ] THE SHIRDAL’S FEATHER


Once was, once wasn’t.

On the great steppes of old Scythia, in the time of year when the grass dies and the wind howls across the plains, a young nomad discovered a strange and pitiful beast curled up beneath an outcropping of rocks.

The little creature was unlike anything the youth had ever seen before. It had the dusky body of a cat, but the beak and talons and wings of a raptor. It was weak and shivering from the cold. Its ribs showed through its fur. Had the youth not found it then, it would surely have died. But the young man took it, and wrapped it in a blanket and carried it to the warm fires of his camp.

This youth came from a poor, wandering tribe. They kept a small herd of sheep, and from their wool they wove carpets that they brought south to the great merchant caravans to trade. They lived at the mercy of the wolves and the weather, and neither was merciful. Their lives were hard, and they never had enough. They could ill afford another mouth to feed, and so when the youth brought the creature to the warm hearth, the elders of the tribe told him he would have to leave it behind.

But the youth wouldn’t listen. Instead he fed the creature his own share of food, and made a place for it to sleep in his family tent.

That night, the creature, its belly full, slept on a carpet of warm wool. The next day, the elders again ordered the youth to dispose of the creature, and again he responded by offering the beast his own share of food, and making it a bed on the carpet of his tent.

By the third day, the creature was strong enough to spread its wings and fly. The youth, weak from hunger, was powerless to stop it as it took to the sky and disappeared, leaving behind only a single feather.

Every day, the youth watched the sky for some sign of the creature, and every day he was disappointed. The season turned, and the ground froze, and soon it was time for the tribe to depart for the warmer lands to the south. The youth mourned that he would never see the little creature again.

The winter was harsh that year. The merchant caravans were few and far between, and the carpets never brought enough in trade. The rivers and creeks were barely flowing. There was little for the sheep to graze on, and little for the people of the tribe to eat.

But one day, the youth saw a familiar shape soaring through the sky, and followed it. It led him to a bubbling spring and a sheltered oasis of green surrounding it. And for the rest of that season, the youth and his tribe had enough water, and their sheep had ample grass and scrub to graze, and even though the merchant trade was slow, they were comfortable enough.

When the seasons turned again, the tribe headed north to the high steppes. Their herd grew fat on the rich grasses that sprang up that year. One night, wolves struck, and took ten sheep.

The next night, the men and boys of the tribe stood watch over the herd, staring out into the vast darkness in search of predators. But no wolves came. Instead the tribespeople heard a terrible sound from somewhere deep in the night. In the morning, they discovered five wolves, torn to pieces. After that, no wolves ever troubled their herd.

It was late in that northern season when the tribe’s food stores ran out. Having lost so many sheep to the wolves, they couldn’t afford to slaughter another. And though they’d set snares for rabbits and game birds, their traps had come up empty. Desperate, the tribe sent hunting parties out into the steppes, but they all came back empty-handed.

The tribespeople found themselves dreading the southward journey. Without food, some of them would surely starve along the way. But if they stayed where they were, the winter would be just as cruel. There was no choice but to try to reach the southern lands.

On the eve of their departure, they were startled by the sound of great wings in the air above them.

There could be no doubt that the creature that descended out of the sky was a griffon—a shirdal, as the old Persians called them. Clutched in each talon was a freshly killed antelope. The griffon landed in the midst of the nomads’ camp. It laid its gifts at the feet of the youth who had saved it.

The nomads survived that winter, and many others after. The youth went on to become the chief of his tribe, and though life was never easy for them under his leadership, it was perhaps a little less hard. Many seasons later, when he passed his rule on to the next chief, he also gave her the feather of the shirdal. And she, in her turn, passed it again to the next leader, and then it was passed to the next, until no one could say for sure whether it was an eagle’s feather, or a vulture’s feather, or perhaps a shirdal’s feather, or whether the story of the youth was true, or just a tale to be told around a fire when the nights grew long. But the people of the tribe understood that some things can be true and not true at once, and that a story is a thread that can be woven into the world, until it is as solid as a carpet beneath one’s feet. And so they guarded the feather and the story that went with it, and passed them both down through the generations.

And among the patterns of the carpets they wove, the shirdal could always be found, just at the edges, invisible to all but the keenest eye.






| CHAPTER FOUR | [image: ] KIPLING


We landed at London Heathrow airport on a gray morning, under a ceiling of low, flat clouds. I pulled my jacket tighter against the September chill, and shivered my way to passport control, where, despite my pitiful attempt to explain the reason for my trip (family friends, last name “Griffon”), the border agent stamped my passport and handed it back to me.

The arrivals area was full of people, all rushing: rushing to greet their families, rushing for taxis, rushing to catch trains and buses. It felt like a river flowing around me, and I’d stepped right into the deepest part. My heart began to race. What was I doing here? It seemed impossible that I could be an ocean and a continent away from everything I’d ever known. Anything could happen to me, and no one would know. I could disappear forever, and no one would even think to look for me here.

I glanced back at the security doors closing behind me, and wondered if there were a way I could squeeze back through them, back onto the plane, back home.

“You must be Marjan.”

The man looked to be about my dad’s age. He had small features, a slim build, bright blue eyes, and skin that looked like it might burn under anything brighter than candlelight. His tweed jacket and brown slacks would have looked fusty if they hadn’t been so perfectly tailored.

I hesitated. Maybe I should lie? Nope, definitely not me. Wrong completely-out-of-her-depth girl.

But even though I felt lost and alone, even though I had no reason to trust this stranger standing in front of me, I saw something in his eyes that I recognized: worry, gathered in the creases of his narrow face. The same kind of worry I saw in my dad’s face, when he looked at me before saying goodbye. And somehow, I felt like I could trust this man. He needed help, and for some reason, he thought I could provide it.

All of a sudden, the walls of silence my dad had built around his life felt thinner than ever. I could almost hear the years of secrets clawing for daylight. I had to know. I had to know what it all meant.

“That’s me,” I said.

“My name is Simon Stoddard,” said the man. “I’m glad you’ve come.”



We were met at the curb by a black Mercedes. A driver got out and opened the door for us, and waited.

Instinct kicked in. A strange car, strange men, a strange country, all because of a strange woman and her strange envelope—I stopped, so quickly that Simon almost bumped into me.

“I’m sorry,” I said to Simon. “I don’t know you. I don’t know him. I don’t know where we’re going. I just…”

Simon looked so embarrassed, I started to feel bad for him.

“Oh dear,” he said. “This is all wrong, isn’t it? I’ll send the driver on. We’ll hail a taxi instead, and we’ll have him wait for you, as long as necessary. Would that be better?”

He waved his driver off and flagged down a black cab. Simon gestured for me to go first, then slid into the seat across from mine. Inside the cab, a button controlled a two-way speaker to the driver. Simon gave the driver an address, and then, as we pulled away from the curb, politely switched the speaker off.

“I understand you haven’t been told much,” he said in a reassuring tone. We merged onto a smooth, straight highway heading north. As the edges of London blurred past the windows, Simon began to tell me a story.

The griffon had been in his family for three hundred years. Simon’s ancestor, a merchant sailor named Aloysius Stoddard, had rescued it from an abandoned nest near the city of Aleppo, in Ottoman Syria, when it was just a whelp. “He must have been the runt,” said Simon.

From that day onward, no Stoddard childhood had been without the gentle presence of the griffon. Aloysius, a man of humble roots, had been knighted by the king of England himself. The family wealth had grown at a steady, respectable pace. His descendants were blessed with beauty, intelligence, and compassion.

We left the highway and joined a smaller road. Green hedges streaked by on both sides. Farther away, sheep dotted low slopes. Stone walls that must have been hundreds of years old marked property lines. Farmhouses and manors sat away from the road. Horses tottered in muddy paddocks.

Was this what it was like for my dad? Did he sit in the backs of strange cars, watching strange landscapes float past? For a second, as the countryside unspooled outside the windows, I felt closer to him. If he hadn’t died, he’d have been the one sitting here. The image of my dad riding in this car, instead of me, stirred up an unexpected surge of resentment. If he’d been here, I would have been at home, all alone, eating peanut butter sandwiches three meals a day, and pretending to everyone I met that everything was fine.

I looked over at Simon, who was himself gazing out the window.

“How did you find me?” I asked.

“It’s a very old method,” he said. “When Kipling is ill, we raise a certain flag over the house.”

“Kipling’s the griffon?” Simon nodded. “So you raise a flag, and then what?”

He looked at me like I was joking.

“Why, and then you come,” he said. “There are some messages passed. Intermediaries. No names, of course. I don’t know who arranges these things. I don’t care to know. I care about Kipling.”

“I don’t know what you expect me to do for you,” I said.

“Kipling is unwell,” said Simon. “I’m aware of your lack of experience, but from what I understand, you might still be a help to him.” He switched on the two-way long enough to say, “Turn left here.”

We veered onto an even narrower road shaded by a canopy of arching birch trees. I could feel the crunch of the country lane beneath the tires.

“This is the beginning of the grounds,” said Simon.

The road wound around a corner, then across a wooden bridge that crossed a rippling creek. The forest seemed to grow thicker as we went. An undergrowth of ferns and blackberry brambles sprouted at the edges of the creek, and continued on either side beneath the slender birches. The air smelled like autumn and rain.

“This is all your land?” I asked.

“There are about a hundred acres of wild forests here,” said Simon. “They used to be for fox and grouse hunting. But we don’t hunt anymore, except for Kipling, who does what he pleases.”

With a grand flourish, the trees fell away to reveal a gabled brownstone manor bigger than any house I’d ever seen before, crawling with woodbine and flanked by manicured gardens on one side, and a large pond flecked with tiny green lily pads on the other. The driver brought us around to the main entrance, a giant door of varnished oak with a huge brass knocker in the center, and let us out.

“You… live here?” I asked Simon, shivering a bit in the chill of the gray afternoon.

Simon laughed to himself. “I feel the same way, at times. We have been very, very lucky.”

He walked up the steps, grasped the doorknob with both hands, and twisted. A heavy latch slid out with a muffled thud. He swung the door open and motioned for me to enter.

At the end of a long hall, the great chamber of the Stoddard mansion glowed with a cavernous warmth. The walls were paneled mahogany set with cozy yellow sconces of frosted glass. A paisley rug of cream and burgundy stretched the length of the massive room. Several large windows striped one wall, letting in the weak daylight. On the opposite wall, a fireplace of rough stone was flanked by family portraits from generations past. A blazing fire whispered and snapped on the hearth.

In the center of the room was a griffon.

“Kipling?” said Simon into the flickering gloom. “Will you say hello?”

Kipling’s huge wings were half-furled over his body. His rear haunches, tucked in tight against his ribs, were the paws of a lion, and had the dusty color of lion’s fur. His forelegs were graceful talons, folded upon themselves at the wrists. As Simon approached, Kipling’s head raised ever so slightly up from the floor. He clicked his beak once as Simon drew near, then gently nuzzled his feathered scalp against Simon’s outstretched hand. His feline tail tapped against the carpeted floor. Simon knelt at Kipling’s side and whispered something into his plumage. Then he scratched the griffon’s head and stood again.

“Ms. Dastani,” he said, “meet Kipling.”

For a second, my brain shut down completely. I wasn’t scared. I wasn’t in awe. I wasn’t anything at all. I had exactly one thought, and it was the only thing my head could hold.

Griffons exist.

Slowly I rebuilt the world in my head. I was still Marjan Dastani. I was still in high school. My friends were still Carrie Finch and Grace Yee. My dad was still dead, and I was still in England. Everything else was the same, only now there were griffons.

And apparently I was supposed to examine this one.

Kipling’s eyes narrowed to wary slits. His wings fumbled open, nearly filling the room from one end to the other. With great effort, he drew his body up to standing. His head, plumed and beaked like an eagle, wreathed in a magnificent mane like a lion, dipped low between the blades of his shoulders. His talons grasped at the carpet, claws cutting into the intricate patterns. Maybe there were shirdals hidden there, too.

Those claws could have easily ripped me apart. There was nowhere to run. I was at Kipling’s mercy. So, without even thinking about it, I did what my dad did whenever he approached unfamiliar animals. I held out my empty palms to show that I had nothing to hide, and I looked down to let Kipling assert his dominance.

After a moment, Kipling snuffed at me through his beak, unimpressed. Then he seemed to collapse inward. His eyes shut, his chest expanded, his neck shrank, his wings curled up. Everything gathered up into a tight, clenched ball, until all of a sudden a retching cough exploded out of him, rattling his ribs and echoing lung-deep. His wings flailed out, bumping against the ceiling and the floor. His chest heaved. His whole body contorted and shook.

When the spell had passed, Kipling’s legs were quivering. He slumped back down to the floor, unable to hold up his own weight, and lay there, exhausted.

Suddenly, I didn’t see an impossible creature anymore. What I saw was an animal like any we would have treated at the clinic. An animal that needed help.

Slowly, one step at a time, I approached. Kipling watched me with weary, halfhearted interest. He had the dander-y smell that parakeets have, but it was mingled with the smell of tree sap and green pine needles, and something more muscular and intense that I couldn’t exactly place.

I glanced back at Simon. His face was sober with concern. I recognized this moment. This was where I was supposed to start talking. I pictured my dad standing here, confident and assured, saying wise things, or even just asking smart questions.

But what was I supposed to say? I had no idea how a griffon worked. I wasn’t my dad. I wasn’t even a veterinarian. I shouldn’t have come here.

Kipling seemed skeptical too. He watched me with bored resignation, even as another micro-spasm of coughs rippled in his chest. His doubt was oddly comforting. Simon was hoping for results, for answers, but Kipling expected nothing from me. It would be impossible to disappoint him.

Up close, I could see that his feathers were molted off in places. His fur was patchy like an old carpet. His eyes were filmy and crusted at their edges. I reached out my hand and stroked the feathers of his neck, following their smooth grain down to the withers, where they became fur.

I felt it first as a tingling in my fingertips. It felt the way you’d imagine TV static would feel, if it were a feeling. The tingle shot up my arm like lightning. It swelled in my chest and radiated out into the rest of my body until it was all I could feel. The sensation got stronger. A rushing sound filled my ears. I stood riveted where I was. I couldn’t have moved if I’d tried.

Then, like a bubble popping, the tingling sensation was gone. In its place was a whole host of other feelings, all coming at me at once. I struggled to make sense of them.

There was, first of all, a fierce, stubborn will that felt like I was leaning against a strong wind. There was a melancholy longing that made me search for a view of the sky through one of the windows. There was a bitter and unfocused frustration, like the whole world had too many bumps and corners, and all the spaces in it were suddenly too small.

Mostly, though, there was pain.

I felt it in my lungs, in my stomach, in every beat of my heart. Something thick and strangling gathered against my ribs and snaked around my spine. A corrosive taste burned in my mouth. I felt sick beyond all hope, and too weak to fight. Every sensation, every sound, every breath, every touch, brought pain.

I pulled my hand back, and all the feelings evaporated. For a moment, I was in a bright, close room—too bright, too close—and all was still, and everything was breaking.

And then I felt nothing, and the world turned on its side.

Simon caught me before I fell, and eased me down to the floor. A moment later, gentle hands pressed a glass of water into mine. Beneath a tangle of brown curls, a pair of blue eyes much younger than Simon’s looked down at me with concern and care.

“Sebastian?” said Simon, somewhere in the floaty space behind me. “What are you doing here?” The eyes glanced up over my shoulder for a second, then back down to me.

“Aunt Chelsea said he was ill,” said Sebastian.

“Of course she did,” said Simon.

“And is he?”

“That’s what we’re trying to determine.”

“How are you?”

It took a moment for me to realize that the voice called Sebastian was now speaking to me. I tried to answer, but my throat had gone dry. I drank the water in the glass too fast, like I was trying to fill up some newly empty space inside me, and choked.

“Easy,” he said. He started to say something else, but that was when I passed out.



We had a fight one morning, Dad and I. He’d just come back from somewhere, and he was in a bad mood. I guess the trip hadn’t gone well. I was thirteen.

It started with toaster waffles that were still cold.

“Gross,” I said, and pushed them away.

“You can make your own, then,” he said, before swigging a big gulp of coffee from his mug. “Or you can have some of my breakfast.”

He had a plate of feta cheese, radishes, and flatbread, and I think he already knew what my answer would be.

“Eww,” I said. “No one eats radishes for breakfast.” I could have left it there, but I was mad. “Why don’t you ever make any real food?” I asked.

“This is real food,” he said. He paused, then added, “This is your culture, Marjan.”

My mom, an American, had been more enthusiastic about Iranian culture than my dad ever was. Since she’d died, he almost never brought it up. When he talked about it now, it never felt like he was actually talking to me. There was another conversation going on in his head. I think it had been going on since the day she’d died. I think it was always going on. Usually he kept it to himself, but sometimes it snuck out.

When it did, his voice changed just slightly, in a way that made something twist in my chest. Like I shouldn’t be there. Like I was eavesdropping on an uncomfortable grown-up talk, but like I was being forced to do it, not given any choice. And it always made me angry.

“My culture is waffles,” I said. “Toasted. Not cold. And that”—I nodded at his breakfast—“is barely even your culture, Jim.”

My dad didn’t get angry, exactly. He didn’t shout or lose his temper. Instead his voice got sharp and cold and hollow, the bevel of a hypodermic needle piercing skin, looking for a vein to tap. It hurt, and it made me feel sorry for him at the same time. When he got that way, I could see right through him, see how broken he was.

“The world does not stop for our feelings, Marjan,” he said. His English was perfect except for the accent, which turned “world” into “verold,” and rolled “our” into a long two-syllable word. “It owes you nothing. Least of all an explanation.”

Then he went back to his coffee and didn’t say another word. I toasted those waffles myself and burned them. They tasted terrible, and I was angry all day.

After school, I stomped the pedals of my bike all the way to the clinic, which was where I always went after school, angry or not. Even if I was mad at my dad, I still liked the animals. When I got there, the lobby was full, the exam rooms were empty, and the procedure room was humming with chaotic activity.

“Boxer ate some rat poison,” said one of the techs as she brushed past me carrying a stack of freshly sanitized towels.

I shut myself away in my dad’s empty office to start my homework. He came in after a little while, dressed in his white coat. His hair was a little wilder than usual, and he looked just a bit more exhausted than he normally did.

“Come with me,” he said.

He led me down the hall to Exam Three.

“Open it slowly,” he said, his voice low. “And shut it behind us.”

Inside, the lights were dim. A whuff sounded from the exam table. A moment later, another. On the table lay the boxer, eyes half-closed, tongue hanging from one side of her mouth. She was hooked up to an IV drip.

My dad pulled out a chair and set it down next to the table, careful not to make a sound. He sat gently in the seat, then nodded for me to bring another chair to join him.

“Strychnine,” he said, in a whisper, after I’d sat down next to him. He looked at me to make sure I was paying attention. “We induced vomiting. We gave her activated charcoal. We sedated her. So”—he paused, his eyes on the sleeping dog—“what are we doing now?”

He was testing me.

I thought for a second. Strychnine poisoning in dogs causes violent convulsions that lead to death if not treated immediately. My dad had done everything he could for it—everything you’d do for a poisoned dog. Now we were—

“We’re watching,” I said. “We’re watching for spasms.”

“Good,” said my dad. “And if she starts to have seizures?”

I had to think a minute. “More sedative?” I said. It was kind of a guess.

“Very good,” he said. “And why the dark room and the whispering?”

“Because…,” I said, hoping the answer would come to me. When it didn’t, my dad finished the thought.

“Because bright lights and loud noises can trigger seizures.”

“Is it…,” I said.

“We got there in time,” he answered, and I heard something like relief in his voice.

And then we sat, listening to the boxer’s breath, watching her chest rise and fall.

Whuff.

Whuff.

Whuff.

“The world doesn’t owe you an explanation,” he said. “But I do. When you’re ready, I’ll tell you.”



“Maybe it’s just something that takes practice.”

We were in a study down the hall from the great chamber. I was lying on a narrow couch, my consciousness, strength, and balance returning. The boy named Sebastian—he looked just about my age—was standing by the window, hands in his pockets, looking out onto the grounds. I guessed he’d helped move me here, but I was too embarrassed to ask. Simon was nowhere to be seen.

“I might agree with you,” I said, “if I knew what ‘it’ even was.”

“Are you feeling any better?”

“Mildly. Where’s Simon?”

“I think he’s talking to my school right now. Hopefully, corroborating my story.”

“Simon’s your…”

“Uncle,” he said. “I was away at boarding school, but when I heard Kipling was sick, I… Well, here I am.”

He looked like he’d just remembered something, then walked quickly across the room to a table with a pitcher of water on it. He poured a glass and handed it to me. I drank it slowly this time, and once I’d finished, I found I had the strength to sit up.

My nerves were still jangling from surprise and shock and pain. The actual sensations were gone, but I felt a hollow echo of them in my bones. When I stopped and paid attention, I realized that I was breathing gingerly, anticipating the clenching burn I’d felt before.

Sebastian sat down across from me. He was tall, a little too tall for the chair he’d chosen. His legs were too long, and so his knees came up just high enough that they took up real estate where his arms might have naturally come to rest. The end result was a halfhearted pretzel with a freckled face and a scruffy ginger prep-school haircut. He was probably just a bit awkward everywhere he went, but it was a charming kind of awkward. Elbows and knees, and despite them, a face so perfectly intense that it grabbed you like a spotlight. That was my first real impression of him.

“What exactly did happen in there?” he asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

“I’m not sure,” I said. It seemed too silly to say out loud.

I felt Kipling.

At that moment, Simon came in.

“Ah, you’re awake,” he said. “And you’re acquainted with my wayward nephew.” He gave Sebastian a scolding glance.

“I’d do it again too,” said Sebastian, standing up in defiance. “For Kipling.”

“I’m sure you would,” said Simon. “But you’ll need a better excuse next time. Sick grandmothers invite too many questions. We must be careful not to draw that kind of attention.”

“What did you tell them?” asked Sebastian.

“Only that you were lying through your teeth,” said Simon. “That you’re a very naughty boy who will be back at school tomorrow, and that the whole family, including your perfectly healthy grandmother, is mortified at your behavior.”

“Tomorrow?” said Sebastian with dismay.

“Be grateful I’m not shipping you back tonight.” He turned to me, and his expression went from stern to pleading and hopeful. “Now, about Kipling. Tell me.”

I took a deep breath, savoring the absence of pain in my lungs. Was this what my dad did? Was this the work?

“He’s suffering,” I said.

Simon’s face fell. I tried to imagine what my father would have done with all that pain. I pictured him going to Kipling, a needle in his hand, whispering to the griffon not to worry, that the next few moments would be strange, but that after that, the agony, the corruption, all of it would be gone forever.

And then—

No, that wasn’t right.

“He needs painkillers,” I was saying. “He needs nutrients. Put him on an IV drip if he doesn’t eat. Take X-rays, MRIs, blood panels, stool samples. Treat whatever you find.”

The words felt shallow and squirmy, like they were eels in my stomach, and I had to spit them out as fast as I could before they bit me. I didn’t even look at Simon or Sebastian until I was done, until I’d spilled every last slithering syllable onto the carpet. When I did finally look at them, I half expected to see disgust.

When I saw relief, I felt relieved too.

“So it is treatable,” said Simon. “He can be helped, after all.”

“He could get better,” I said. Eels.

“Can you help?” said Simon. “With… what you’re suggesting?”

“I’m still in high school,” I said.

Simon was quiet a moment. “Of course,” he said. “I’ll have to find another doctor, then.” He nodded, satisfied. “I suppose I have some work to do.” He turned and left the room.

Sebastian, still standing, looked at me a moment longer, then stalked after his uncle. I heard their voices from the hall, speaking in hushed tones. With great effort, I pulled myself up and crept to the open door to listen.

“At least let me stay another night,” said Sebastian. “To be with him.”

“He needs rest,” said Simon. “When he’s better, you can have all the time you want. Perhaps we’ll gather the whole family together to celebrate.”

“But—”

“No buts,” said Simon. “You’ve already raised enough suspicion with your actions. A sick grandmother… honestly.”

I peeked out into the hall. Sebastian was hanging his head. He looked like he was about to walk away, but something stopped him.

“What if she’s wrong?” he asked. “What if he doesn’t get better?”

Eels, eels, eels.

“You mustn’t think such thoughts,” said Simon, a little too quickly. “He’s strong. He’ll get better. And in the meantime, we must proceed with our lives. It’s the only way to keep him safe.”

“We could protect him better if we didn’t have to do it in secret,” said Sebastian, his voice sharp with frustration.

“You’re upset,” said Simon. “Kipling means a lot to all of us. We’ll see he gets whatever he needs.”

Sebastian glared at his uncle a moment longer, then began to stalk back to the room where they’d left me. I crept back to my couch and lay down again. The fierceness was still in his eyes when he returned, but after he’d taken a breath, he calmed himself and sat down in the chair.

“He’s not a pet, you know,” said Sebastian. “He doesn’t belong to us. He could leave anytime, but he’s chosen us. For hundreds of years, he’s trusted us. Will he be okay?” he asked.

I didn’t feel like another round of eels, so I just nodded helplessly, and hoped that was enough to convince him.

“What about you?” he said, after a moment. “Are you okay?”

When I looked at those blue eyes and saw nothing but sympathy, something broke inside me.

I hadn’t cried when my dad died. Or at the memorial, or any day since. It just never came. But now, here, in this unfamiliar place, face-folding sobs surged up out of nowhere. There was no stopping them, nothing to do but sit there and cry and feel stupid and embarrassed and small. I couldn’t even say exactly what I was crying about: my dad, the strange and beautiful animal in the next room, the unfairness of it all, the endless echoing why, why, why.

“I’ve been better,” I said, wiping my eyes after the worst wave had passed. Sebastian was still looking at me, and to my surprise, he didn’t seem completely disgusted by the blubbering mess before him.

“Maybe some fresh air?” asked Sebastian.



There were walking paths all around the manor. Sebastian led me through a rose garden and a grass field designed for a lawn game I’d never heard of. As we walked, he rattled off bits of history—this wing was completed in 1836, this fountain was a gift from King George, those stained-glass windows were made in Flanders using chemicals that drove people insane.

“Why do you know all this?” I asked.

“My family takes its history very seriously,” he said. “I guess it’s partly because one of us has lived through all of it.”

“I heard what you said before,” I said. “In the hall.”

He looked embarrassed. “I didn’t mean…”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I don’t know how any of this works. You should talk to someone else.”

“He won’t do it,” said Sebastian. “He believes in… something. Looking after Kipling—he thinks things must be done a certain way, or the covenant is broken.”

“What covenant?”

Sebastian laughed. “Some think Kipling’s given us everything we have, that he chose us because we were somehow deserving, and that we must continue to live as we always have, or else he’ll leave, and take all our good luck with him.”

“But you don’t think so.”

“For me,” said Sebastian, “Kipling is family. We feed him, we give him shelter, because he’s one of us. Nothing else matters.”

At the end of the playing field was an old stone wall like the ones I’d seen as we’d driven up. On the other side of it, the land opened up into a gentle green slope, and beyond that, a low, thick forest. We walked down the slope until it ended at a murmuring creek. In a shallow pool, tiny fish darted in and out of the light.

For the last three weeks, time had felt heavier, like gravity on another, much bigger planet. A minute on this alien world where I now lived weighed as much as ten minutes in normal time, and when I looked too far ahead, the weight of all that super-dense time made my bones ache. So I’d kept my eyes on the ground, looked where I was putting my next step, and hadn’t worried much about what came after that.

But here in the cool gray afternoon outside the Stoddard manor, far away from anything familiar, time felt lighter again. I could see further, see more clearly. And it didn’t hurt so much to look ahead. I should probably, I realized, get back to school. I should sell the clinic before it ran completely out of money. Maybe someone else would know what to do with it.

“There must be others out there,” he said. “Like Kipling. I assume we’re not your only clients.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I said.

“You probably couldn’t tell me, even if you did,” he said.

“My dad never talked about any of it.”

“Of course he didn’t,” said Sebastian. He paused. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know your father. I only know my family. All the sneaking around, the lying, I just hate it. Maybe he was sparing you.”

“Sparing me?”

“We Stoddards grow up learning how to lie, how to keep secrets. Some days, I just want to tell everyone. Kipling is such a wonder—why keep him to ourselves? But it’s probably not that simple, is it?” Sebastian sighed. “Anyway, Uncle’s right. I should have been more careful. I do wish he’d bought me another day or two, though.”

He picked up a small stone and flicked it into the water. The fish scattered in all directions in a tiny iridescent firework. The sweet, soothing trickle of the creek filled the chilly air.

“Kipling’s woods,” said Sebastian, nodding at the trees. I tried to imagine the griffon roaming that forest. Sebastian as a little boy, roaming alongside him. The image made me smile.

“What’s it like?” I asked. “Growing up with a griffon?”

“I don’t know any other way to grow up,” said Sebastian. “He’s always here. You know you’ll see him, every time you come back. It’s hard having a secret like him, but it keeps our family close.”

“I know a little about that,” I said.

“I imagine you do,” he said.

Whatever he meant, whatever he thought, he was probably wrong. But I didn’t feel like correcting him just then. Because even if he thought the secret I’d shared within my tiny two-person family was the same wondrous one his family had treasured for so long, and not the small, chaotic, frustrating secret of an erratic and unreliable single father who maybe loved me but who also disappeared for days on end with no contact and no explanation—even if Sebastian thought that, he still understood me better than any of my friends.

And maybe I understood him pretty well too.

“Sebastian?” I said. His name, when I spoke it for the first time, sounded like a tiny castle on a hill somewhere, safe and secure and warm.

“What is it?” He was looking at me, face bright and unguarded.

Something familiar and ragged and true hovered just in front of me, a brilliant tear in the fabric of the universe, begging to be seen, to be spoken. I’d seen it before, when I’d felt Kipling. I wanted Sebastian to see it, to know. But whatever it was I was trying to see, it was too close, and too bright, and too fractured. And whatever it was I was trying to say just turned into eels in my stomach.

I shrugged. “I’m tired.”

He looked at me oddly, trying to tease out with his eyes the thing I hadn’t said. I gave him a weak smile and looked away. After a long moment, he gave up and went back to looking out at the trees.

“You’re welcome to stay here,” he said. “Plenty of rooms.”

I wanted to keep talking with him. I wanted it desperately. Someone who understood, who wasn’t speaking in mysteries. I needed it.

But I didn’t want to stay. The thought of going back into the manor, of seeing Kipling again, made the world quiver like pond ripples. I wanted to be far away. I wanted to be home.

“Maybe another time,” I said. “This is all really weird to me.”

Sebastian smiled an understanding smile, but I could see that he was a little disappointed.

“I hope you’ll keep in touch,” he said. “It’s not often I can be brutally honest with someone I’m not related to.”

“So far, you’re the only person I know who I could even talk to about this,” I said. “Sign me up for brutal honesty.”

He smiled at me. It looked like he wanted to say more, but he didn’t.



When we returned to the manor, Simon presented me with a check that seemed much larger than I deserved. He insisted it was the negotiated rate, and finally I accepted. A car took me to an airport hotel, where I spent most of the night pacing the floor of my room as rain guttered against the window.

I’d felt all kinds of things since I’d come home that day three weeks ago and found out about my dad. Shock, disbelief, guilt, anger—so much anger. None of it had been as simple and pure as the tears that had erupted out of me at the Stoddard manor. And now that the tears were gone, I felt empty.

Something in me was hungry and broken. I could feel it in my chest, beneath my ribs, beneath the crescent-shaped birthmark just above my heart. It felt right to just be sad. It felt natural and honest and comforting, in a way that nothing else had, these last three weeks. But I couldn’t find that feeling anymore. When I tried, I just felt angry and lost.
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