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unning, gasping, slipping, panting; a slim figure 
struggled through the dense forest. Close behind 
came the thump of running feet and the baying of 
hounds. Twilight’s drizzle had strengthened into a 

pattering rain, not yet sufficient to muffle the sounds of pursuit, 
nor the fugitive’s exasperated mutterings.

“This is ridiculous,” the figure panted, plaints condensing to 
steam in the chill fall air. 

“Me! Chaya the Juggler, Prestidigitator Extraordinaire, uff 
Jester to Kings, chased through this oof frogging forest like 
some mere item of game! Gasp Insensitive louts! Anyone as 
presumptuous uff and as clumsy as ow those two deserved to 
lose...Aow...By’r Lady!” She swore as a bramble tore her breeches 
and scratched her leg. Sparing a moment to aim a rude gesture 
behind her, she resumed both progress and diatribe.

The monologue ended as abruptly as did the ground where 
it met the creek bank. Chaya overbalanced and rolled down the 
muddy slope into a small stream. Staggering erect, thoroughly 
enmeshed in cloak and mud, she stumbled blindly downstream 
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in the faint hopes of baffling the oncoming hounds. The sounds 
of splashes and renewed baying put paid to that notion. 

Too exhausted to run further, Chaya fetched up hard against 
the far bank, drew a dagger, and prepared to sell the pursuers a 
costly capture. Suddenly a large hand clad in a heavy fur mitt 
clapped over her mouth and jerked the windmilling juggler 
into a deep niche in the stream bank. A male voice whispered 
hoarsely, “Quiet! They won’t follow here.” 

With little choice in the matter, Chaya subsided, fuming. 
The stranger took a breath, leaned out of the niche, and voiced 
a credible imitation of the cough of a great hunting cat. Nicely 
done, thought the juggler. The hounds’ baying faltered, then 
turned uncertainly to the west and quickly faded out. The rain 
had increased and the dogs’ usefulness was diminishing rapidly, 
along with the possibility of Chaya being captured.

The big man, draped in a heavy white fur, released the 
juggler abruptly, turned and crawled back into the niche, 
which opened up into a small but comfortable chamber. The 
remaining embers of a small fire barely lit the interior. When 
Chaya followed wonderingly, he said gruffly, “There’s a bit of 
meat by the fire so help yourself; then sleep or go as you wish, 
but I would advise giving this rain time to erase your trail.” 

Without waiting for a word of thanks, he collapsed into a 
heap of leaves and began snoring softly. The juggler shrugged and 
felt around the fire, found a cold but adequate pheasant leg and 
reduced it to bones in short order. More wind-drifted leaves had 
collected near the opening; scraping these into a rudimentary 
pile, a very tired, very wet Prestidigitator Extraordinaire fell face 
forward into them and knew no more. 
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The warning of a pheasant crying the presence of a fox 
impinged on dreams of pursuit and flight; Chaya awoke and 
peered muzzily at the husky figure still snoring gently under 
the heavy white fur cloak. Curious as to the identity of her 
mysterious benefactor, the juggler crawled closer and carefully 
gripped a handful of the fur to pull it back and peek at the face. 
The pull lifted a great deal more than the corner of the fur. 

“OOWww!” came the pained cry, and the white cloak 
reared up. It shook itself and the top of it resolved into a pair of 
pointed ears and a muzzle full of indignantly bristled whiskers. 

“What in Lady’s name are you playing at?” growled the cat-
man, rubbing at the tugged spot, which Chaya had relinquished 
with alacrity.

Flattened against the opposite wall, the normally erudite 
juggler gaped, noting almost subconsciously the slitted pupils, 
the irritably twitching tail, and that the ‘fur mitts’ worn by 
the ‘man’ were in fact paws, belonging to...no, it couldn’t be... 
“Y-you’re a Freyani! A real one!” 

“And you are a human. Female,” he amplified, nostrils 
widening. “And genuine enough, as far as I can determine.” 

Chaya straightened self-consciously. “Well-well, that’s 
neither here nor there. I’m supposed to be here. You’re supposed 
to be extinct. I’ve heard the tales about how Merlin…” 

“Reports of our extinction have been greatly exaggerated,” 
he answered dryly. “The power of his grimoire’s spell was greater 
than even Merlin knew. We are fewer now, but some of the old 
strains persist.”

“And have you a name, Lord Freyani?”
“Blancheur Perilleaux, at your service.”
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“A handsome name, but why ‘perilous’? Are you a great 
fighter among your kind?” 

“No, merely adequate.” 
He flexed his claws thoughtfully, and Chaya gulped and 

wondered what constituted ‘adequate’. 
“But we don’t eat humans, so unstick yourself from the wall 

and relax.” 
Flustered, Chaya stepped forward and tugged her tunic 

back into place. “And I am Chaya the Juggler: Jester to Kings, 
Prestidigitator Extraordinaire, Melodic Songstress, Illusioniste 
par Excellence” 

“Pleased to meet you all,” he replied, deadpan. 
Chaya giggled, moving to the opening of the niche and 

gathering the soaked contents of her pack that had been 
scattered when Blancheur had pulled her in.

“I’ll build a fire and dry these...and my thanks to you, 
sir, for your timely intervention. Things might have gotten 
uncomfortable else-wise.” 

“Was nothing. Fuddling the local authorities is an amusing 
pastime,” he half-smiled. 

“Mother always said everyone should have a hobby.”
She ruefully surveyed the numerous scratches and cuts on her 

legs. Blancheur blinked curiously. “You do this a lot, then?”
“Oh, those louse-riddled... It was a mere misunderstanding, 

to start with. A wedding; the niece of one of the local earls to 
some great dolt from another kingdom. Having done my usual 
superlative best at entertaining the guests with song and jest 
and the finest sleight of hand to be found in this benighted 
backwater…”
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Blancheur rolled his eyes and appeared to nod off. Chaya 
frowned and continued. 

“Hmf…and received almost adequate compensation in the 
form of a few gold pieces, it was ‘suggested’ by some of the young 
toughs in the groom’s party that I make a ‘donation’ to the happy 
couple. The cheek of these louts had to be seen to be believed! I 
began to explain, quite rightly, that even such an artist as myself 
must still see to such mundane matters as food and shelter…” 

“You told them off.” 
“….they reacted in completely unreasonable fashion…” 
“They took offense.”
“...and when I decided to remove myself from association 

with such base company, they so far forgot themselves as to 
attempt certain vulgar contacts with my person…”

“They grabbed you.”
“Am I telling this, or are you?” she demanded, and he 

chuckled. “They did not ‘grab’ me, as you put it. Such unwashed 
peasants could not know that sleight of hand such as I possess 
must be accompanied by sleight of foot! I evaded the first oaf, 
who naturally stumbled into the second, and while they danced, 
I took my pack and faded gracefully from the scene. ’Twas the 
merest coincidence that my dagger pommel snagged on the 
fattest one’s purse and pulled it loose.”

“Oh, indeed yes,” nodded the Freyani disbelievingly.
“They gave chase, with hounds far more sensible than they, 

and the rest you know.” 
Blancheur stepped to the opening and tested the air, ears 

swiveling and nostrils working; meanwhile Chaya rummaged in 
her pack for a small pot of salve and examined him covertly. He 
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was a handsome specimen: round-headed and short faced, with 
unusual eyes, the left being blue and the right green. Standing 
he made six feet, a good foot above the juggler’s compact self. 
He looked husky, but how much of that bulk was flesh and 
how much was his thick white fur was indeterminate. The tail 
was quiescent for once; only its tip curled and uncurled, like a 
beckoning finger. He nodded. 

“All clear, nobody near. C’mon out, it’s warming up.”
She followed him out with her small armful, squinting 

her hazel eyes against the daylight. The sun was well up, and 
beginning to take the chill off the morning. Deciding against a 
fire, she spread her few belongings out on a fat bush, pulled off 
her headscarf and shook out her short chestnut hair. She tended 
her injuries while Blancheur climbed up the stream bank to a 
large tree and stretched along its length, then began stropping 
his claws on it. Chaya’s dark eyebrows rose as she watched him 
stretch them to their full three-inch extent, biting deeply into 
the wood, and shred it downward, seemingly without effort. The 
toes seemed an odd length, shorter than fingers, but longer than 
the usual stubby cat toes, and so probably more prehensile. He 
seemed careful to stay on one side of the tree, so she supposed 
he knew not to girdle it.

Her brightly colored performing costume was thoroughly 
muddied, so she selected the driest of her traveling clothes and 
stepped back into the niche to change. Then, taking needle and 
thread, she took the outfit down to the streamside to wash it out 
and mend the tear.

“That color’s hardly good camouflage,” Blancheur commented, 
as eye-hurtingly bright squares of color washed clean.
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“It’s supposed to stand out, not hide. It’s called motley.” 
“Good name.” 
“It’s jester’s garb. You’re supposed to be noticeable so people 

will know who to throw their coins at.” 
“Or whatever else comes to hand. Better hang it inside; if 

anyone is around it’ll flag them right to us.” 
Shrugging, she shook out the clothes and took them inside, 

still talking over her shoulder. “Besides, you should talk; you 
stand out like a snow-bank.” 

He did not reply, and Chaya wondered if she had given 
offense. She stepped back outside but he was gone. 

“Oh dear, I didn’t mean to hurt his feelings.”
“You didn’t,” came his voice, and the shadow of a fallen tree 

suddenly resolved itself into the shape of the catman. “Shadows 
can be many colors; one merely has to combine them with being 
where people don’t look. You know about that.” 

“Misdirection,” she nodded. “The cornerstone of sleight of 
hand.” 

He still looked a bit solemn, so she was emboldened to 
continue. “Did I speak out of turn? I think your coloring is 
magnificent.”

His ears slid a fraction sideways. “My clan is Ocicat, of the 
spotted coats. My birth was...unexpected.”

“Why? Did they think your mother was loose or 
something?”

“No, we care not about such things. A kit is a kit, to be 
cherished and raised by the whole clan; and we were. But it 
took me a long time to learn concealment, and there were.. 
some mishaps.”
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“Well, you’ve certainly mastered it now, and I should know,” 
she declaimed and he brightened a bit. “Where is your clan now?”

His face clouded. “Don’t know,” he replied shortly, and 
began stropping his claws fiercely against the fallen tree. 

Chaya took the hint and stitched diligently for several 
minutes, then retreated to check her clothing. Some items were 
dry, and she began folding them and re-packing the pack, while 
Blancheur finished up and bounced across the stream to her. 

“Snow-bank, eh?” The Freyani braced all four paws and 
shook himself mightily. A cloud of white fur flew about, into 
the (coincidentally) prevailing breeze and wafted about the 
juggler, who sneezed violently and flapped about herself with 
the hem of her cloak. 

“Stop! Desist, you great oaf!” She glared at him without 
rancor. He matched the look, then the two dissolved into gales 
of deep, satisfying laughter.

Chaya finished packing while Blancheur buried the fire and 
otherwise concealed traces of their presence.

“Are you moving on too?” she queried, shouldering into the 
pack straps.

“Yes. I have...some things to do.”
“Where are you heading?”
“Not sure.” His ears had gone to half-mast, so she quickly 

altered the subject. 
“Well, I need to head anywhere that’s away from my erstwhile 

employers. Are you minded to have company, while our paths 
cross?”

“While they cross,” he agreed, scattering leaves around the 
niche as he backed out of it. She helped him pull some trailing 
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grasses and vines across the opening, then they crossed the 
stream and set off. 
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