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Maisha was utterly exhausted, and ached terribly, but with the newborn in her arms she could feel nothing, mentally, but content. The centaur child was a boy, green-eyed with a dusting of dark hair on his upper human half. His horse half was a wonderful roan color, that made him look almost like he was shimmering.
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“He’s beautiful,” she said as she brought the child up to one of her breasts. She smiled when he latched on, and then lay back.
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“And what of you?” The centaur healer asked, “Are you feeling well?”
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“Sore, but fine,” Maisha replied, “As I told the chief, I’m able to bear the child of any man, whatever race he may be, without permanent injury. But I am glad to have your concern, and I thank you for the salve you gave me.”
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She smiled briefly, and then looked up when the tent flap was lifted. Flint strode in, looking closely at her and then down at the babe she was nursing. 
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“He’s perfect,” he said with a grin, “A fine addition to our troop. I’m almost glad he wasn’t a girl. Imagine how lost a daughter would have been.”
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“She would have me,” Maisha said quietly, “But I understand what you mean. I hope that if there is another, if you wanted more that is, that by that point you’ll have found some women for the group.”
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“I’m sure we will. Centaurs in general feel better among their own kind. Not that we won’t look outside of it for...some things, though.” And here he gave her a lusty sort of grin.
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“What...what of his name?” she asked quietly then. “I’m sure you’ve something in mind.”
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“Something for you, perhaps. Woodsprite?”
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Maisha gave a little laugh. “Should he be happy with that name, growing up among those with tougher names?”

“He would be fine,” Flint replied, “We are not all given warlike names, you know.”
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Once the babe had had his fill, she handed him over to Flint. She smiled, watching him handle the little one gingerly, and drifted off to sleep.

Maisha’s dreams were not dark, but when she woke she could remember stormy skies, and what seemed like endless lines of faceless people. They all looked to her–she had been somewhat above them, raised, and their hands were up, as if begging her for something. She was holding her new little son, Woodsprite, but she saw so many others in the crowd.
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Here and there among the crowd she could see her other children - the kelpie, and the dryad.
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Were they meant to be all the children I am to bear?
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It was a strange thought, that she could bear so many. Even with the gift the faun god had given her, to survive birthing any child she fell pregnant with, she was unsure of what it could all mean.
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If only magic were clearer. If only there were more answers she could get.
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But really, she knew that she had to wait. All that was needed was time.

A year passed, and then two.
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The centaurs appeared to be viewed as excellent watchmen, and so whenever they approached a village or city, were certain to find jobs. As was Maisha - if there was anything needed as much or more than a practiced guard, it was a healer.
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It wasn’t until she was employed to heal some burns after an accident at a wizard’s college that she began to get something like an answer.
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“Magic’s gone a bit south,” one victim said. He was laying back, kind of mumbling–he’d be fine, the burns weren’t that deep, but they were all over his body. “I can feel it. Used to be so easy, and...and now...”
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“I haven’t noticed that,” Maisha replied, “But maybe my magic is different from yours.”
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“Probably.” The student coughed. “I mean, we do destructive stuff...well not destructive exactly, but...”
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“This isn’t the time to debate schools of magic.”
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“Yeah...” he seemed to relax then. “But I have noticed things going...getting bad. Even the masters are having trouble.”
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“Have they got any ideas?” Maisha was finished with his leg, and went on to healing a large burn on his chest. “Of what’s causing it, I mean.”
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“A few have tried going into the...the other realms. No answer back yet from most of them...I think...I think there’s not so many of the magic folk. Harder to get ahold of the fey, you know...”
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“I thought your people hated the fey.”
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“You can hate someone all you want and still do business with ‘em.”
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There was a pause then.
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“You can hate someone all you want and still do business with ‘em.”
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There was a pause then.
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“We want to ask the gryphon...but...he’s gotten very skittish.”
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“The gryphon? Who’s he?” Maisha asked, suddenly curious. Maybe there would be some answers from him? “I mean, what makes him someone the wizards would want to speak to?”
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“He’s immortal,” the wizard said, “He has magic beyond ours, wisdom, beyond ours, and he can see things even our wisest cannot. But...he’s the last of his kind.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Maisha’s healing stopped for a few seconds, but she started it right back up after that pause.
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“I’m sure someone will find a way to speak to him. Where does he make his nest?”

The centaur troop didn’t encourage her desire to see the gryphon, but Flint at least understood the inclination.
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“That mountain where he’s said to roost is on one of our usual traveling routes,” Flint said, “And if you’re sure...but I don’t want our son to be without his mother.”
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“I have to try and find out what’s going on,” Maisha replied. She smiled down at Woodsprite, who was fast asleep in a little crib filled with hay. “I was told to bear the babes of magical men, in whatever form they came. Maybe...”
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“Maybe you believe it’s fated to happen?” Flint gave a sad sort of smile. “Did your faun god give you this power on that condition?”
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“Yes,” she replied. “It’s why I was so confident I would be able to bear your child without injury. I’ve been given a gift...and...”

––––––––
[image: ]


“And you need to share it.” He nodded slightly there. “But if you can find a way to stay with us after you see him...I would like that.”
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Maisha smiled there. “I would, too.”

The mountain path was hard to traverse, and at first Maisha thought it had been a mistake. Suppose the gryphon was not here? Or even worse, suppose he was, and he was watching her all this time, waiting for an opportune moment to swoop down and dispose of her? It was beginning to drizzle, and she reluctantly moved onward despite it. There were caves all over this mountain–she had been told of a few–and it would be easy enough to spend the night if necessary.
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A shadow passed suddenly over her head and she looked up, fearfully. Was that him?
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She kept walking, passing several obvious nests and sleeping spots. They were out in the open, and–
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A rustling sound in the bushes. She turned to look, but after a pause the bush didn’t move again.
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“I know you’re following me,” she said allowed, “I’m only here to see the gryphon. I’m unarmed. And if you’re someone else–”
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Silence.

––––––––
[image: ]


Maisha took a deep breath. That had been stupid, to say aloud she was unarmed. Even with her ability to heal, both herself and others...
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A rush overhead. She dashed forward, and then towards a small cave off to one side of the path. The rain was beginning to fall in earnest–surely whatever was swooping at her wouldn’t be able to continue in the rain. Most birds–
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A shadow suddenly appeared before Maisha. She screamed, and scrambled back as a head rose.
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“What do you want from me, druid?”
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Shaking, she looked up to see–the gryphon, though he didn’t look at all like she thought he would. His head was covered in nut-brown feathers, and his beak was hawklike. But it was his back end that surprised her the most–she’d expected it to resemble that of a lion. But with him, it was more of a wolf...including the tail.

––––––––
[image: ]


A rush overhead. She dashed forward, and then towards a small cave off to one side of the path. The rain was beginning to fall in earnest–surely whatever was swooping at her wouldn’t be able to continue in the rain. Most birds–

––––––––
[image: ]


A shadow suddenly appeared before Maisha. She screamed, and scrambled back as a head rose.

––––––––
[image: ]


“What do you want from me, druid?”

––––––––
[image: ]


Shaking, she looked up to see–the gryphon, though he didn’t look at all like she thought he would. His head was covered in nut-brown feathers, and his beak was hawklike. But it was his back end that surprised her the most–she’d expected it to resemble that of a lion. But with him, it was more of a wolf...including the tail.
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“I–I want answers,” Maisha said, “My–my faun god gave me some, but people say you know many things, so I thought I would come and ask you.”
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“And how do I know you’re in earnest? How do I know you do not have the roads below lined with hunters, ready to send a crossbow bolt through my head?”
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Is he not immortal...just eternally young? Maisha wondered.
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She stammered, and finally answered. “You can take me up the mountain if you wish. I can–”
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There was a pause. She took a deep breath, and tried to
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