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Chapter 1
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Sir Razorbill dragged themself out of the surf by the scruff of their neck, and collapsed on the warm beach sand. Their black and white fur was soaked through all three layers, and matted with sea water. Although much of the beach was rocky, this particular curve was covered in coarse white sand, which now also added a layer to the drenched fur coat. A few seagulls circled high overhead, keeping their distance but crying out in the distance.

Although the instinct to groom themself was strong, Sir Razorbill resisted the urge. They were not a peasant, who couldn’t think. They were noble, and could think about their choices. The fact that their choices had led to this, was another matter. Right now grooming would fill their stomach with salt and sand.

The additional skill that distinguished the nobles from the borough cats what that they had a hand. That mystical appendage was currently clamped to the scruff of Razorbill’s neck, where it had been supporting his weight through the long swim. They loosened it now and began to use it to stroke the water and sand from their fur. They closed their eyes and pushed against it, wringing the water out, then ruffling the fur to dry by the sun. They were sure that they looked a right fool now, with their fur every which way. Doubtless they would have to finish the job with their tongue. But they were home now and could wash the taste out with a nice, plump rodent later.

Home! Finally!

They looked up from the bay to the rising land of the Isle of Londra. The sandy beach was not wide or deep, and a short rise was beyond it to the island proper. The rolling dales could not be easily seen from this angle, but the highest point, a mound of jumbled rocks, could be seen above. That had been Sir Razorbill’s beacon as they traveled. So as not to lose sight of home.

And that they had done. In all directions that there was no water Razorbill had roamed. It was their curiosity and urge to wander had earned them the title of ‘Sir’, and no other civilized cat had gone as far as they had on their latest quest. At least in recent memory. Many other curious cats had earned the title of Sir, but their passions had led them to other exploits, on all the Island of Londra. They had seen much, and had much to think about. But coming home was good too, and a purr rose in their throat under the warm sun and the strokes of their hand.

But it was no good being this close, and not taking the final stretch. Now passably dry, Razorbill rose stiffly to their feet, stretched, and moved further upslope to a rock. It was a welcome sight, being like most rocks in Londra, flat on one side. Not all rough and uncomfortable like where they had been. Razorbill was tired, but not exhausted. The rock was a nice clean surface to finish the job and make themselves presentable. They set about grooming. It was innate, comforting, and so automatic it didn’t stop their thoughts. 

It would be good to be back home, to civilization, where the water was pure and the food never ending. Conversation with other thinking creatures would be welcome, but that also tapped into deeper misgivings. What the quest had revealed was not comfortable. Many cats had their passions, but they were often singular and their interest was not broad. Razorbill was not sure what sort of reception their discovery would receive.

They were alone. 

After weeks spent in the wild, Razorbill had found no one. Not a single other thinking creature. There were many creatures, both big and small. The big didn’t understand speech and started away when Razorbill tried to talk to them. The smaller ones ran away regardless. The positive side of that was that there was plenty of food. It was scattered about, and not all in one place. So it was more work than visiting Commissary, for sure. But it was food that had never met a hand before, and was not too challenging to catch.

The sun was moving and Sir Razorbill felt it was time to get on. They had timed their crossing of the shallows to be just before the warmest time of day, and it was well past that now. They rose, stretched, and paused to look back. The breakers rolled into the shore, as low water passed. Beyond them was the far shore. A few places Razorbill remembered were recognizable from here. The big tree that stood alone. The black rock, jutting large and high from the hill top. A silver snake of a stream. It was no longer mysterious. They turned and loped off up the lower slopes of the island.

––––––––
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ONCE ON THE TABLELANDS, there were numbers of peasants. Most started in wariness at the unexpected, but calmed as Sir Razorbill called out greetings. They didn’t understand the words, but recognized the voice of a noble. Some lost interest, but a few were intrigued enough by the strange smells clinging to Razorbill’s fur to stop and sniff.

It was a pleasant familiarity, but Sir Razorbill only let it go on for so long. The salt had dried out their mouth and they were eager to wash it out at Cistern, and then pick up something small and easy in Commissary. So Razorbill moved on. 

The borough cats were more curious. They could understand speech, although they had difficulty with abstract concepts. And, having words for things, their memory was better. So most recognized Razorbill’s black and white patches, and remembered that they had gone on a journey. “Welcome back”, several cried. But they did not know what the quest was about, and their words were not enough for them to understand and be curious about the journey.

The Cistern stream wound through the borough cats area, and there were more of them here. But, thirsty though they were, Razorbill waited until they had climbed the stream to Cistern proper, as was the prerogative of nobles. 

The water trickled out from the rock pile, but climbing up and over led to the dell with the crystal clear pool. Razorbill leapt down on the long marble pole that lay, half submerged, where the waters rose up from the deep tangle of rocks. The water was as cool and pure as they remembered, and drove the salt taste from their mouth. They drank deeply for the sheer joy of it. Water was challenging to find in the wilderness, and never tasted this good.

There was something reflected in the surface of the water, but was obscured by the ripples. Razorbill looked up and saw two cats, sitting, waiting their turn. The black one was Coal, who was large with long fur and yellow eyes. They were once Sir Coal when they were questing, but had retired after a close call. They blinked a greeting to Razorbill, as they shared the bond of being questing cats. The other cat was Treegrain, who did not give a greeting. They had long fur in a dappled brown pattern with eyes the color of dried clay. Razorbill blinked politely back, and moved out of the way.

“I’ll let people know you have returned”, said Coal and raced off. Treegrain said nothing, moving past Razorbill to the drinking position.

Razorbill climbed out of the dell and took the path towards Commissary, reflecting that being back among thinking creatures would need adjustment. Treegrain had no time for Razorbill’s curiosity or wanderings. They were content with climbing trees and scratching tree bark. Coal was much more interested, having once quested themself. It was not the far lands that called Coal, though, but the underlands. Londra was riddled with gaps and overhangs and spaces between the jumbled rocks. They were handy to escape from the frequent rain, but Coal ventured deeper than that. There were caves and chambers and all sorts of hidden places with unusual rocks and dirt. However, it was also not all stable, and some shifting rock had pinned Sir Coal deep underground, where no one could reach, only hear their pitiful cries. But three days of no water shrunk poor Coal’s body enough to squeeze out, and crawl to the surface. They recovered physically, but between the terror of being trapped, and the voices they heard there, they had lost all urge for exploration. In all honesty, though, there were more cats like Treegrain than like Coal. That was a complication of being back.

Razorbill made the trip to the Commissary short. It was another jumble of rocks, like much of the island. Only here, instead of water gurgling up from somewhere below, it was grain. This held no interest for the cats, but it was the life and joy of the island’s rodents. They were fat and lazy from gorging on the free food. It took blissfully little effort for Razorbill to grab one of them from the swarm. They swallowed it and moved on, marshaling their thoughts.

There was a prominent long, winding line of rocks piled up, that made an informal border between where the nobles spent their time, and where the rest were. Razorbill leapt up this, from stone to stone, along paths he had trodden since a child. At this point of the slope was the edge of a section where a large expanse of the flattened rocks that made up most of Londra lay, but with their flat ends up and regular, rather than at all angles and broken. Ponder liked to say that like the rocks had a flat side and a rough side, most of Londra was rough, and this was its flat part. It was Forum, where the nobles did what made them distinct; they talked.

All had their own thoughts, their own interests, and their own curiosities. These they talked about, exploring the corners of their ideas, looking for the quick flash of insight to pounce upon, or the broken ideas to swat away. They sharpened their minds on each other’s intellect. It was a place of dialog, debate, and deliberation. And, where any two minds meet, there was also disagreement, and no shortage of yelling! 

Razorbill tried to note who was there, as they picked their way across the jumbled edges to the smooth part. Each noble had their own passion. As a knight, Sir Razorbill was expected to seek out new knowledge and bring it back to the nobility to further their dialog. That was the official meaning of Knighthood. More often it was an acknowledgment that a cat’s curiosity was so strong, that it would drive them beyond the usual and there was no way to restrain them. Better to find a socially acceptable way to deal with such urges. Much as Promenade was set aside for cats when the heat came upon them. Questing existed for cats who were too curious.

The first cat to come up to him was Coal. “Welcome back, Sir Razorbill”, they said formally. “I rounded up the children to go spread the world. I’m sure there will be great interest in your findings!”

Razorbill bent one ear. “Really?” they said doubtfully. “What’s changed?”

Coal dipped their head. “Well, I’m interested!” They turned and led Razorbill past the last of the uneven rocks.
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The Cats of Londra sat, lay or slept around Forum. The shadow of the central mound of the island was still far from them, the sun was bright, and the breezes were mild. The stones still retained heat from the hottest part of the day and were pleasantly warm. Razorbill drank in the scents for a while, eyes closed. 

They had scampered across these stones as a child. It was their first memories. Taking, what seemed then, the long journey to Commissary and Cistern. Learning how to use and control their hand. Playing games with the older children as their skills improved. When they had the patience, listening to the other cats. There was always talking, new words to learn, thoughts to think. When they were a bit older, there were new children to teach. It had seemed like an eternal existence. But now Razorbill knew better. That unsettled them and broke them from their reverie.

Other scents had come, as several of the cats stirred themselves and approached. Many called out greetings. Most welcomed him back, or commented on how scrawny they had become. They took turns licking Razorbill’s coat into a better state. Razorbill returned the thanks and paid compliments in return.

“Your coat tastes of salt”, said Waft. “Stronger than the tide pools.” The graceful white cat circled thoughtfully, moving to different parts of Razorbill’s coat, sniffing delicately and examining the fur closely with light green eyes. “You journeyed far.”

“Even at low water, I had to swim to get to the far land. That is the salt of the deep water, unmixed by Cistern stream”, explained Razorbill.

“Are all the waters of the far land salty? The dew? The rain?” Have they no Cistern?” asked Waft.

“The great water grows more salty away from Londra. It is unpleasant to drink. The dew and rain are much the same, though. I did find other streams, some much larger than ours. But I could not find their Cisterns . I followed them back, but they split into smaller and smaller streams which then vanished. It was like pouncing on a sunbeam.”

“Most curious”, said Waft. “What did they taste of?”

“Earth and roots”, said Razorbill. “Like the lower Cistern stream, but stronger. Like a puddle.”

“Most curious”, Waft repeated, and strode off in contemplation.

“Any new games?” asked one of the children, who didn’t have a name yet.

“No”, said Razorbill. “I met no thinking creatures. There was no one to play with.”

“I play with the peasants all the time”, protested the child “I play with leaves. And tails!” It bounced on Ponder’s tail, who glared in annoyance.

“Well, I did have to use my pounce. There was no Commissary, and I had to do a lot of hunting.”

Eagle perked up and drew his attention away from the sky, yellow eyes flashing. “What did you hunt? Any new prey? Anything challenging?” They were a lean, sleek cat, with short gray fur, ans some white facial markings.

“It wasn’t easy. It took a lot of time”, said Razorbill.

“I can feel your ribs!” said Sunbeam, who had taken over grooming.

Razorbill slow blinked in amusement. “There were many more things to hunt than our rodents. There were diggers that you had to catch before they dove into their burrows out of hand’s reach. There were also climbers that would race up the trees. They were much more wary than our rodents, and hard to find. But once found, it wasn’t that hard to catch them. As I said, I met no other thinking creatures, so they were not used to being hunted by something with a hand. Most were thin and scrawny, though. More work, less reward.”

“Sounds like fun”, said Eagle, enthusiastically, tail flicking.

“Well”, cautioned Razorbill. “There were also things that hunted me.” A few shocked voices were raised, and a few gave furtive looks to the sky. “Not like the eagles, but big creatures with jaws and a sharp cry. Good noses as well. They followed my scent too closely. I had to sleep in trees a lot.”

Eagle’s enthusiasm ebbed. “That’s... unnatural. At least we only have to fight the young eagles a few times before they learn we’re not worth it. It would get tiring to have to train all of the wild lands to leave us alone.”

Razorbill agreed. “Like the eagles, they didn’t know how to fight something with a hand. When I first met them, and they were aggressive, I just gave them a few pokes in the eye. That was enough to make them give up. I was mostly worried about being caught unawares.”

“Sleeping in trees sounds terrible”, said Sunbeam. “How could you even get comfortable?”

“It was easier in the trees than on the ground”, said Razorbill. “The rocks in the far land are all bottoms and no tops. Everything is rough and jagged. No flat parts like Londra rocks.”

“How horrid”, shivered Sunbeam.

“My good Sir Razorbill”, began Ponder. The rest grew quiet. Very few hid their disdain and one or two walked off. “You have spoken of many differences between Londra and the far lands. But you have not spoken to the central question: why? Why are they different from Londra? Or as the far lands are much larger and, presumably, set the standard of normal, why is Londra different from them? This, to me, is the most curious question your quest can answer. Do you have any observations on that?”

Razorbill paused to collect their thoughts. They knew this was coming. There was never any escaping Ponder. Most dealt with the questions by giving open ended answers and asking Ponder’s opinion. Ponder was never hesitant about stating their opinions. They often possessed several opinions on any one subject. But Razorbill was not interested in evading Ponder. The central finding of the quest was something they felt that should be of interest to all cats.

“I met no other thinking creatures”, said Razorbill. “Nothing with thoughts. Nothing that could speak or use a hand.”

Ponder paused, as if waiting for Razorbill to say more. “But our thoughts did not make Cistern flow. Our speech did not make grain well up at Commissary to feed our food. And our hands did not smooth the flat sides of all the rocks of Londra to give us warm places to lie in the sun.” They paused, and half lidded their eyes. “Your observations lack causal connections. They may be true, but they don’t explain why. And, so, are not relevant to answer that question.”

“I think it is sufficiently distinct to be significant”, said Razorbill, coolly. “We may not see the mouse, but if we see the tail we can make a good enough guess to secure dinner.”

Ponder scoffed. “If we abandon truth and evidence for speculation, our words become empty posturing.”

Eagle rolled on their back disdainfully and batted at the sky. “Forget the empty words. Tell me more about what hunted you.”

Razorbill did so, as Ponder groomed in disgust. As well as memory allowed, Razorbill recounted the taste of the dew for Waft, the color of the birds for Mosaic, the texture of the bark for Treegrain, and the shape of the pebbles and clouds for the children.

The sun sank, and the shadows invaded the sunny spots. Cats began to leave. Some to eat, some to drink, and others about their own business. Only a few remained, the ones whose curiosity was not yet satisfied, and the ones who had fallen asleep.

“Did you have to hide in any burrows?” asked Coal.

“I didn’t try”, said Razorbill, apologetically. “In most places the ground was not like Londra. It was all solid dirt. No spaces between the rocks. No underground chambers like you’ve discovered here. Just some holes dug by animals that I didn’t trust enough to enter.” Coal shivered, their eyes going cloudy for a time.

“It’s another difference between Londra and everywhere else”, said Razorbill, looking sidelong at Ponder, who had not left, but also had not participated.

“Why is it so different here?” said Coal in wonderment.

“I don’t know”, said Razorbill. “I had hoped to find someone else so I could ask them.” He looked, pointedly this time, at Ponder. “The fact there aren’t any, and all these other differences, I bring back as clues, to help in the hunt for the reason.”

Ponder stirred, reluctantly. “I’m not sure the differences are as significant as you think. If we had been the Cats of the Near Shore, or The Cats of the Large Black Monolith, would we not wonder why the areas far from us are so different as well?”

“I have traveled all the directions I could and still see the hill of Londra”, said Razorbill. “What I saw is that the far regions are all more alike to one another than they are to Londra.”

“Londra is an island, the others aren’t”, said Ponder, although lacking his usual certainty. “And would it not make sense that of all possible places to be, we would be where we could thrive the most?”

“Thrive?” asked Coal. “You call this–”

Razorbill raised his hackles in warning. Coal immediately went quiet. They looked around. There were a few children playing on the brink of the slope. Other than that, only old Eternal sat dozing, not yet woken by the departing sunlight. But the children were on their way quickly enough.

“The peasants thrive”, said Razorbill in a lower voice. “The borough cats do all right. But the nobles...” Despite themself, Ponder’s curiosity was kindled. The three of them clustered around the sleeping Eternal.

“How many children did you play with as a child?” asked Razorbill. “How many are there now? Plenty of children are born, but how many with thoughts? How many with hands?”

“I don’t see what that has to do with...” began Ponder, but then broke off.

“If every cat who can have children has less than two who are nobles”, said Coal, “then, eventually, there will be a time when there will be no nobles.”

“Which sounds a lot like the world outside of Londra”, said Razorbill. There was silence for a while. “This is why I quest.”

Ponder considered it for a long time. “I’m afraid”, they said with tiredness, not disdain, “I only have questions, not answers. My questing, as it is, is of the mind. I fit the facts together to answer the deep questions. But what we lack here are facts. I fear the picture is incomplete. Or, at least, we don’t like what it shows us. But if the outer world does not have this information, where do we find it?”

There was a long pause. The sun drew lower and the shadows deepened.

“Ask Dragon”, said a thin voice. They all jumped. Eternal stared back at them, through foggy eyes.

“The dragon?” said Coal, shuddering. “The monster at the top of the hill!”

“I’ve heard it eats eagles”, said Razorbill, looking to Ponder. “Is that true?”

Ponder looked uncomfortable. “I’ve heard that as the explanation for why some of the more annoyingly healthy eagles go missing.”

Coal danced in agitation. “It’s dangerous! Why would we do something so suicidal?”

Eternal stiffly got to their feet and stretched their old limbs painfully. “Dragon is oldest.” They then slowly set off on arthritic paws toward the path to Cistern.
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They had gone their separate ways for the evening. Razorbill slept through most of it, taking the chance to catch up from their journey. Several more visits to Cistern and Commissary did a wealth of good as well.

During the predawn time period, they walked through the borough cats territory. They were pleasant and wished them all well. The conversation was simple, as that was all they had words for. A few children were ready for names, and Razorbill was asked for suggestions. Noble names confused the borough cats. They really only understood literal descriptive names. The fact that the razor-bill bird was black and white, and a Razorbill bird was black and white was not a concept they readily grasped. But they still felt that nobles always came up with the best names. Words came much easier to them, and they noticed things they did not. So Razorbill observed the children who were ready, and made a few suggestions.

Razorbill also took the opportunity to count the children, and ask them how many siblings they had, and did some simple arithmetic between the count of siblings, and the ones present, to work out how many had been born to the borough cats, but who did not have speech. The proportions were not as striking as with the nobles, but they were still depressingly telling.

Razorbill climbed back up the hill of Londra as the sky grew brighter, pausing at the last jagged rock next to Forum as the sun broke the horizon. From there they looked at the revealed land, and picked out the landmarks that could be seen from here that they had visited on their quest. They were all different from each other. The black rock stood atop a hill of solid stone, unlike the jumbled stones of Londra. The lone tree was bigger than all the rest that they had seen. And the wide stream had a sandy bed with no rocks at all. Were these indeed as different from each other as they were from Londra? Was it really not important?

Razorbill turned from the sight, and in doing so, faced the slope of the hill of Londra. It wasn’t particularly steep, and was made of the same jumbled rock of everything else. It was known as the territory of the eagles, and the cats avoided it. The eagles were known to harass the cats, and occasionally a peasant was lost to them. The nobles took it upon themselves to keep them in check, though, and to teach them that it wasn't worth preying on creatures with hands. But they had all been terrified with stories of the eagles as children, and no one was comfortable going there.

“Tell me you aren’t honestly thinking about it?” said Coal. They had come up quietly while Razorbill was thinking.

Razorbill licked them in greeting. “I’m not sure. I was just thinking about what Ponder said.”

“Ponder would talk forever if anyone would listen”, said Coal, twitching their ears. “They only talk to talk. I’m not sure they care what the words say.”

Razorbill looked uncertain. “Ponder may play with words to see what different ways they can be arranged, but occasionally they are arranged in ways that have meaning to the listener.” 

They walked on a bit more, Coal looking unconvinced. A few cats came up who had not been there for Razorbill’s return. They asked questions, and Razorbill gave what answers they could, also bringing up the lack of thinking creatures outside of Londra. No one seemed very concerned about it.

The stories about hunting and being hunted were told several more times, and the children devoured them. Then they scampered about, attempting to devour each other, acting out and exaggerating what Razorbill had said.

“We have three noble children”, said Ponder. Razorbill had not noticed them, which was unusual. Normally Ponder entered with great fanfare, projecting their presence and thoughts, while greeting everyone with many words. Ponder’s fur was longer than anyone else, and they spent quite a bit of time grooming it, as they were very intent on looking their best. But this morning it was clear that the job had not been finished. “When I was a child, there were twelve”, Ponder said quietly.

Coal huffed, shifting uneasily. “Didn’t think of that before, eh?” 

Razorbill sat down, tucking their paws under them into a loaf. “I talked to the borough cats this morning”, they said. “It's not as bad, but it’s the same thing. There aren’t enough children with speech to replace them.”

“Is this something new?” asked Coal. “How long has it been going on for? Did something change?”

“I don’t know”, said Razorbill. “I think maybe the overall number of cats hasn’t changed. It’s just there are a lot more peasants now and a lot less nobles.”

“No. I did not think of that before”, said Ponder, answering Coal’s earlier question. “But now that it’s been brought to my attention, I can’t not think of it.”

Reflexively Razorbill started grooming Ponder, to calm them down. Coal reluctantly joined in.

“Wow, how do you do this on your own?” asked Coal, after a time. The individual hairs were longer than they could easily arch their necks, making it hard to untangle a strand with a single stroke.

Ponder ruffled their fur with their hand. “The hand makes it easier.”

“How do cats without hands do this?” Coal wondered further. “Is long hair a sign of nobility as well?”

“I hope not”, said Razorbill, who had the shortest fur of the three.

“A sea shell starts large, and spirals down until there is nothing left”, said Ponder. “A puddle is full from rain, but shrinks as the sun glares at it. Are the cats of Londra the same?”

“I’ve saw the big tree on the far shore from a distance”, said Razorbill. “It seemed all around it
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