Abundance
A Silvania Story — SY 4528, Early Summer
~ I ~
The first sign that something had changed was the quantity.
Varena had been producing steadily since Tassa's birth — enough for a supplement, enough to matter, the musky richness of it becoming over the months a simple fact of the household's daily rhythm. Jukrit had understood it as an instinct response to the presence of an infant, and expected it to taper as Tassa grew. Instead, in the weeks following Kyren's courtship, it had done the opposite.
He noticed because he was a healer and he noticed things, and then he confirmed what he had already understood about Varena's biology with the careful precision of someone filing a fact rather than reaching a conclusion. The hybrid sterility was exactly what it had always been — no conception, no possibility of one, Varena's particular combination of heritages producing milk uncoupled from the usual triggers in a way that her dairy bear lineage apparently made possible. The courtship had done something to her production regardless. Biology was, in Jukrit's long experience, persistently indifferent to the tidy categories people tried to fit it into.
"How much more?" Noraxia asked, when he told her.
"Enough that we have a surplus," he said. "A significant one."
Noraxia considered this. Tassa, in her lap in furfolk form, was engaged in the project of trying to fit her entire fist into her mouth, which was going about as well as it usually did. "Khari," Noraxia said.
"That was my thought," Jukrit agreed.
~ II ~
Khari received the news the way he received most raw materials of interest: with a focused silence and a series of questions that were more specific than the situation seemed to require, which meant he was already thinking several steps ahead.
"What's the fat content?" he asked.
"High. Very high. The dairy bear heritage is present and — substantial."
"And the musk."
"Still there. It's — part of it."
Khari nodded slowly. He was quiet for a moment in the way of someone conducting internal calculations. "I want to try something," he said. "I'll need a consistent supply for about two weeks."
"What are you making?"
"I don't know yet," Khari said, which from him meant he had three or four possibilities and was not ready to commit to any of them. He would commit when he was certain. He was always eventually certain.
What he produced, over the following two weeks, in careful small batches that he tested and adjusted and tested again, was a soft cheese — dense and extraordinarily rich, with a finish that was unlike anything Jukrit had tasted. The musk was there, transformed by the process from something that required acquisition into something that was simply part of the flavor's complexity, the way certain strong herbs became indispensable once they were cooked into something rather than tasted alone.
He brought the first successful batch to the household and set it on the kitchen table without ceremony.
Noraxia tasted it. Said nothing for a moment. "That's remarkable," she said.
"Yes," Khari said.
"Kex?"
"He cried a little," Khari said, with the fond matter-of-factness of someone long accustomed to his partner's emotional relationship with good food. "He'll deny it."
~ III ~
Raskon arrived on a Thursday afternoon with Darit.
He had not sent word ahead. He simply appeared at the gate of Jukrit's property with the young gheval at his side — medium-sized, as these things were measured, which meant substantially larger than Chenar and a good deal smaller than Kalina, built along the compact lines of a hill breed, with a dark bay coat and alert ears and the expression of a creature that had decided to reserve judgment on most things until further information was available.
Jukrit opened the gate and looked at Darit and looked at Raskon.
"This is Darit," Raskon said.
"Hello, Darit," Jukrit said.
Darit's ear moved. He was looking at the house, and the yard, and the barn beyond, with the focused attention of a creature cataloguing a new environment.
"When?" Jukrit asked.
"Three weeks ago," Raskon said. "He needed somewhere and I had somewhere to give him." He said it in the straightforward way he said most things that were significant — without making them into announcements. "I've been waiting until he was settled enough to visit."
"Is he?"
Raskon looked at Darit. "Mostly," he said. "He's curious. That's a good sign."
They went into the yard, and Jukrit went to tell Noraxia, and while he was inside the barn door opened and Chenar came out.
~ IV ~
What happened next Jukrit did not witness directly but heard about from Noraxia, who had seen it from the window with Tassa on her hip.
Chenar came out of the barn and stopped. He was not, ordinarily, a creature who stopped — he moved through the world with the quick purposeful energy of a small gheval who had somewhere to be. But he stopped, and he looked at Darit, and something in the quality of his stillness was entirely unlike his normal stillness.
Darit looked back. His ears came forward — the cautious forward, not the alarmed forward, the ears of a creature that has registered something and wants more information.
Chenar took three steps toward him and stopped again. He was doing something Jukrit had never seen him do, which was proceeding carefully. Chenar was not generally careful. He was quick and decisive and present; caution was not a mode he used often. But he was using it now, approaching Darit with a deliberateness that suggested he was aware of the stakes in a way he was not usually aware of stakes.
Darit held his ground. Did not retreat, did not advance. Let Chenar come to him.
Chenar stopped within reach. They stood looking at each other — the small quick gheval and the compact hill-breed, neither of them doing anything, both of them doing something.
Then Darit lowered his head, just slightly. An acknowledgment, or the beginning of one.
Chenar's tail moved.
"Well," Noraxia said to Tassa, who was watching with enormous round eyes. "That's that, then."
~ V ~
The afternoon settled into the particular configuration of a household receiving visitors who are not quite guests — Raskon at the kitchen table with Jukrit, the ghevals in the yard finding their arrangement, Noraxia moving between both with Tassa, Kyren appearing from somewhere and conducting his own assessment of Darit with the focused thoroughness he applied to new things.
Darit received Kyren's inspection with more equanimity than most new animals showed — he lowered his head and allowed it, which Jukrit noted. A gheval who accepted Kyren's attention without alarm was a gheval with a settled temperament, which said something about both Darit and about what Raskon had found in him.
Varena did not come out of the barn. She was present in the way she was present when she was observing rather than participating — a large, quiet attention from the shadows of the hayloft that Darit clocked on his second circuit of the yard, his ears swiveling briefly upward before he returned to whatever he and Chenar were working out between them.
"How did you find him?" Jukrit asked Raskon, at the table.
"The Registry," Raskon said. "The animal placement branch. He had been returned once. The first placement wasn't — right. The people were not unkind, but they didn't understand what they had."
Jukrit was quiet for a moment.
"He's not like the foals," Raskon said. "He's not young enough to need that kind of shaping. He knows himself. He needed somewhere that would let him be what he is." A pause. "I thought I could manage that."
"You can," Jukrit said.
Raskon looked out the window at the yard, where Darit and Chenar had achieved some kind of proximity that neither of them was pretending was accidental. "He's good," Raskon said, with a simplicity that had nothing modest about it — just the direct assessment of someone who had looked at a thing carefully and was reporting what he found.
~ VI ~
Khari brought the cheese to the street the following week.
Not as a production — as a thing that existed and was available, set out on the low wall between his house and Kex's with a small card in his script that said what it was and where it came from. He did not stand over it. He went back inside and let people make up their own minds.
The neighborhood's response moved through the predictable stages: curiosity, caution, the first tasting, the pause, the second tasting. Kex stood in his doorway watching this process with the unconcealed pleasure of someone watching people discover something he already knew. Three households asked where the milk came from, and Jukrit told them, and two of them went home to think about it and came back the next day for more cheese. One of them did not come back, which was also fine.
By the end of the week there was a small informal arrangement: Varena's surplus, Khari's production, a distribution that asked nothing of Varena except to continue being what she was. She appeared to have no opinion about this. She produced. The rest was other people's business.
Tassa had by this point developed strong views about the cheese. These views were positive. She expressed them in the forceful, inarticulate manner of a creature who is not yet in command of language but is in complete command of preference, and the household had learned to interpret the relevant sounds without difficulty.
~ VII ~
Kyren's understanding of his situation with Varena had never been something Jukrit could read directly. He was awakened — conscious in a way the other ghevals were not, capable of using the terminal's symbol interface, capable of the kind of deliberate communication that exceeded gesture and body language — but his inner life was his own, disclosed on his terms and no one else's.
He had not, since the courtship and its outcome, shown any sign of distress. He had not withdrawn from Varena. He had not changed the quality of his proximity to her, which remained the chosen, deliberate kind that it had been since spring. If he understood that no offspring would come from what they were to each other, he did not appear to find this a disqualifying fact.
Jukrit found him one afternoon at the terminal, working through the symbol interface with the focused patience he always brought to it. On the screen was a sequence that Jukrit, after a moment, recognized as a request — the symbol for milk, and the symbol for Tassa, and a question mark that Kyren had learned to use with precision.
He was asking whether Varena's milk was good for Tassa. Whether the abundance was safe.
Jukrit sat down beside him and answered carefully, symbol by symbol, that yes, it was good, that Tassa was well, that Varena's body had done something remarkable and the household was glad of it.
Kyren read this. Sat with it. Then he produced a symbol Jukrit hadn't seen him use before — not in the terminal's standard set, something he had apparently constructed himself from the available components, a combination that translated, as best Jukrit could work out, as something like: what she makes is being used well.
"Yes," Jukrit said, aloud. "It is."
Kyren closed the interface and went to find Varena.
~ VIII ~
By midsummer the household had acquired a new rhythm, the way it periodically did — not by design but by accumulation, each small change finding its place in relation to the others until the whole was something different from what it had been a season ago.
Raskon brought Darit to visit twice a week, which had the practical effect of being a standing arrangement without anyone having called it one. Darit had developed, over the course of these visits, a relationship with Chenar that was still being defined — something between companionship and fascination, conducted at the pace Darit set and received with a patience from Chenar that was entirely new and entirely charming. Chenar had not lost his quickness or his decisiveness. He had simply found something worth being patient for.
Kalina watched this development with the serene attention of a large mare who has seen many things and found most of them acceptable. She had not yet shown signs of pregnancy, which Jukrit was monitoring with the careful neutrality of a healer who knows that certainty comes in its own time.
Varena filled the hayloft and the barn and the yard with her particular quality of large, quiet presence, and produced her milk, and allowed Kyren to be near her, and watched Tassa from across rooms with an attention that had become, without ceremony, a form of guardianship.
Tassa herself was becoming, increment by increment, more of a participant and less of a recipient. She had not shifted into a preference for either form — she still moved between dragon and squirrel furfolk with the fluency of someone who did not experience them as options so much as weather — but she was developing opinions, and preferences, and reactions that were legible without being linguistic. She had decided that Darit was acceptable. She had decided that the cheese was excellent. She had decided that Kyren's symbol sessions at the terminal were something she wanted to be present for, and had taken to installing herself nearby during them with an expression of intent concentration that Kyren bore with patience and Jukrit found, privately, hilarious.
One evening, the whole loose constellation of them was in and around the house at once — Raskon and Darit in the yard, Kex and Khari at the kitchen table with a jar of the latest batch, Noraxia spread feral across the main room floor with Tassa on her flank, Kyren in the doorway. The whisperwoods were loud with summer insects and both moons were up early, and the light was the long amber light of a good evening in a good season.
Jukrit stood at the kitchen door and looked at all of it and did not try to name what he was feeling, because names were for things you needed to communicate to someone else, and this was just his.
From the yard, Chenar appeared at Darit's shoulder — having arrived there by whatever route Chenar used when he wanted to be somewhere — and stood close, not quite touching, in the particular way he had developed over the summer of being near this gheval he had decided mattered.
Darit did not move away.
Jukrit went back inside to help Khari open the jar.
— End of Episode —
