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A strange ungainly bird rose high into a sky full of broken sun-splashed clouds, reached the top of an arc, and plummeted down. It was an odd bird, squashy and rounded with no wings to speak of, and very sparsely feathered. It was, in fact, not a bird - nor even a living thing at all. It was only a leather bag stuffed lightly, with a few goose feathers sewn on.

Just as it began to fall, a fine, long arrow thunked squarely into it, causing a drastic detour in its descent.

Below, four pairs of eyes watched it dive, and young voices raised a cheer for the excellent shot. Three people stood all together in a small group: a grown man, and two youngsters, a boy and girl, all dressed in brown and tan training garb and high boots. Sitting on a tree branch over them was another young male. 

The man clapped the lad next to him on the shoulder.

"Very good, Wendaniko, very good! You've improved since we did those lessons on your aim."

"Thank you, sir," the boy replied, a blush rising to his pale cheeks. He was slim and slight, and his white-blonde hair rose from a center part like a fountain, fine and smooth, falling to about chin-length. He was fourteen years old.

Even the girl was sturdier than Wendaniko, yet slender and clean-limbed, like a young colt. Her long hair, almost the color of honey, was too wavy and abundant to lie in its proper place, so she had caught it up in a low ponytail for her archery exercises. She was also fourteen. The man had coarse hair, almost black, that would not lie neatly even when he was indoors, which was seldom. His olive skin was chafed red by sun and wind, his square frame packed with muscle. He squatted and placed another leather bag in the small catapult, winding up the mechanism once more.

"All right, now let us see how you do, young mistress Hennelyn,” he challenged the girl with a grin. She hardly had time to lift her bow as he released the catch; the target soared into the air. Hennelyn yanked the string taut and released it quickly, making it sing. The arrow sliced after the ball, but nothing happened. The target just wilted in the air and dropped.

"Ha! A miss!" shouted the youngster in the tree with glee. "The great General Kanow's daughter scores a 'no hit'! Even Nik the gardener's son did better."

"Oh, go soak your tail-feathers," mumbled Wendaniko, known as Nik to everyone. He frowned at the implied insult.

"Come on, Ghundrew! I wasn't ready!" Hennelyn complained to her trainer.

"Ready? Mistress, in battle or while hunting, there is rarely an occasion when the quarry will stand still and wait while you take aim."

Hennelyn frowned up at the boy in the tree who was still chuckling. One side of her mouth curled up slyly.

"Ghundrew, send one up for Arcmas. I want to see how he does at a moving target," she suggested. The youngster above looked down at her and cocked his head to one side.

"For me?!" he asked. Hennelyn crossed her arms and eyed him expectantly. His grin broadened.

"Child's play." 

Ghundrew started to wind the catapult again, reaching out for another target to put into it.

"Good. Come and start from here beside me, then, right from the ground," she commanded. Arcmas’s smile wavered a bit, then he shrugged.

He had been squatting on the branch with his hands holding on either side of him, and in that position had looked human. But now, from behind his back, there billowed out two huge wings, and he sprang lightly from the branch and parachuted down to land on the grass not far from the others. There, away from the concealing green shade, his differences were obvious.

His face and body were shaped like any human boy of fourteen. But instead of hair, feathers adorned his head. In fact, feathers were everywhere, covering arms, chest, shins - presumably under the clothing that he wore - everywhere but his face and the front of his neck. His hands were of human shape, but the skin on them was tough and leathery, and long, sharp claws grew in place of nails. His bare feet showed not five small toes, but three long, leathery ones forward and one pointed back, armed with wicked curving talons.

His feathers were mottled nut-brown and tan, with cream on the breast and undersides. A full complement of tail feathers stuck out from under the back of the tunic he wore. Such was Arcmas, and he was the only one of his kind that he knew of.

He crouched forward, and his wings stretched to an amazing width - more than twice as wide as he was tall. The longest flight feathers vibrated slightly at their tips. Strangely, no one offered him a bow and arrow.

"I'm ready, Ghundrew," he said through clenched teeth. Ghundrew released the lever again.

Arcmas exploded into the air. The others raised arms against the small windstorm that his departure created. He almost reached the target, but it fell away from his grasp. Arcmas merely folded up his wings, and dove after it. Faster and faster he streaked down until it looked like he would dash himself into the ground. Hennelyn had seen him do this before, yet it always made her shiver. 

Arcmas plunged to the bare prairie until the humped vagaries of the ground hid him from view. As the others craned their necks wondering, they saw him pop up in the distance with the bag clutched in his raised left hand and a big grin on his face. Rising into the air once again, he soared back to them and dropped lightly down next to Hennelyn. He proffered the target to her.

"I got it - in the air," he boasted smugly. Hennelyn stuck her nose up.

"This time," she allowed archly and turned her back on him. He laughed.

Hennelyn went to pick up her quiver from the grass, and Arcmas returned the target to Ghundrew. The soldier did not offer him any congratulations nor clap him on the shoulder. His glance at this strange youth was, as usual, sidelong and uneasy. 

As the children gathered up their practice weapons, there was a sudden distant racket of metal clanging on metal. 

"Supper! Come on, Henna, I'll race you to the castle!" cried Nik, and they set off at a run, their quivers and bows dangling from their arms. After a moment, Arcmas stepped lightly into the air and flew sedately after them.

The dwelling they approached was not really a castle, but a large two-story house, built mostly of logs and rough lumber. It looked cobbled together in a hurry, which was the truth, but sturdy and strong nonetheless.  It perched on the highest, most strategic point of a long ridge on the north side of a river valley. Below it, a swift river looped back and forth like a seeking snake, flowing mainly east. Just where the house was situated, the river bent closer to the ridge than it did at any other point. A small, rough town sprawled along the lower slopes between the castle and the water.

Behind the house to the north, east, and west stretched an unending bald prairie riddled with gullies and hollows where trees grew and creeks sprang out of the ground to eventually join the river, through copses of trees fully fleshed out in late summer green. A sea of grass clothed the hills, faded to brown since August, but still appetizing to horses and cattle. To the west and south across the valley, rolling hills climbed higher until they eventually formed the toes of a huge mountain range dominating the western horizon. 

A wide four acres of horse-cropped grass surrounded the house, bounded by a sturdy wall of spruce logs standing upright and pointed on top, twenty feet high. At each of the four corners of the wall stood a tall lookout tower which gave the soldiers an uninterrupted view of the surrounding plains, connected by wooden walkways high off the ground; these towers were the only features laboriously built of stone. The wall enclosed all the outbuildings of the house: the servant’s quarters and hall, the stables, the kitchens, the bunkhouse for soldiers when they were on duty there, and the outhouse. There was only one gate in and out, facing west to the town.

Hennelyn and Nik puffed up to the door of the house, breathless from climbing the steep hill. Arcmas drifted down beside them. This was where the three of them always parted for meals. Hennelyn and Arcmas ate with their father in the great hall; Nik would join his family in the servant's hall, where the small complement of kitchen and cleaning staff ate, along with the stable boys. But first they served the men in their bunkhouse - the soldiers presently acting as guards in the compound.

"Nik, you are not angry with me, are you?" Arcmas asked him. "That really was very fine shooting today." The shorter boy looked up at him.

"Thanks! No, I'm not angry. You did good, too. Well, goodbye, Henna, Arcmas."

"Goodbye, Nik," Hennelyn answered. "If we're out tonight, we'll give you the signal."

"Okay!" he called over his shoulder as he ran off towards the outbuildings. The other two entered the great hall through the main door on the ground floor, placed right in the middle of the longest wall. Inside, the large open room was dominated by a huge fireplace in the center and decorated here and there with the general's hunting trophies: some mounted heads and a couple of entire stuffed animals (a badger and an owl), plus a few hanging skins. 

The hall was big enough to accommodate two hundred people, and sometimes it did. But right now, only General Kanow, along with the children’s governess and tutor, sat at the fairly small table closest to the great stone fireplace. Despite the warm season, a cheery fire radiated the chilly hall. The sun was already tracking west, thrusting dusty, golden fingers into the room from two big unshuttered windows on that side. These windows framed the buttery evening light bathing the grounds outside. They also let in a cool draft from the waning day.

"Hello, Father!" Hennelyn cried, skipping over to him.

"Hello, sir," was Arcmas’s greeting.

"Hello, children," Tai answered, smiling. He stood to give a one-armed hug to each. The other two people there showed their respect by standing up to greet the children. 

Tai was a tall, strong man, even among the Starkhons who were known for their mighty warriors. His hair was dark like most of his race, and he sported an ebony mustache and goatee. The children turned next to their tutor and governess, the two of them obviously of the fair Luinian race from the south. These two were among others who had followed the Kanow family from their southern home to this wilderness. 

“Good evening, Lisha,” Hennelyn greeted the woman, giving her a peck on the cheek. To the tutor she nodded, “Good evening, Jaero Lite.” Arcmas did the same and received his ‘good evenings’ as well.

Lisha’s hair, as pale as Nik’s, was swept up on top of her head, courtesy of the maid’s clever fingers. Though small and delicate, she was constructed of angles rather than curves, her face calm and molded like alabaster. Only the tiniest of crows-feet had begun to show at the corners of her eyes, though she professed to be older than Tai Kanow.

The tutor, Jaero Lite, stood taller but still had a slight body. He reached approximately to the general’s chin in height. His blonde hair had begun to fade to silver, especially about his ears. He was always clean-shaven, in contrast to his master. 

They all took their places, the general with his back to the fire at the head of the table, the youngsters at either hand; the two females on one side, the two males on the other. They seated themselves all together, cueing the servants to serve the dinner. It was nothing fancy; the family ate simply most of the time. Tonight it was bread and a venison stew with gravy. 

After the meal, as Hennelyn looked around expectantly for the servers, Tai Kanow broke the bad news that there would be no dessert course that night.

"Because the bunjis have disrupted the caravan that was bringing us more sugar, among other things. Most of the supplies were stolen," he told them. Hennelyn sighed with disappointment, missing her sweets.

“If only the bunjis were not so good at hiding,” she complained. As the people who were already living in the area when the Starkhons arrived, the bunjis had the home advantage when it came to stealth.

“Or that they would leave our caravans alone,” muttered Arcmas. But he knew enough to leave the topic alone. After two years of trouble with the mysterious locals, no one dared bring that subject up with the General.

Tai asked the children about their day, and he heard with pleasure about their games and their training. But as the children were describing their exploits, Tai’s gaze drifted into a preoccupied stare.

"Father? Are you alright?" Hennelyn asked suddenly. Tai quickly lifted his head and attempted to smile.

"It's all right, children. I was just thinking. I... I have some news for all of us here. But first, Jaero Lite... how did my children do in their lessons this morning?” 

The tutor sniffed. “It was a warm day, sir, and so of course they had little attention for me. I could not keep them in the schoolroom for more than an hour,” he reported. He spoke with annoyance, but everyone could see the slightly upturned corners of his mouth.

“After all, Jaero Lite, it will be winter in a couple of months, and then there will be plenty of dreary days for us to spend with you and your books,” Arcmas assured him. 

“Dreary? I hope the dreariness is not due to me!” came Jaero Lite’s crestfallen answer.

“No, no!” giggled Hennelyn. “You know we like your lessons!”

“I thank you, Mistress,” the tutor acknowledged with a polite inclination of the head.

“You children ought to be thankful every day that you have a teacher as wise and as knowledgeable as Jaero Lite,” put in the governess. “After all, you are as well educated, or better, than any of the children in the great Starkhon houses. Now if only you, Hennelyn, could spend a little more time on your music and the finer arts, there would be no girl your like in all the northern kingdom.” Her eyes riveted on Hennelyn.

“Now, Lisha, don’t start! Don’t forget that I am a Starkhon maiden and not like Mother. I have my horsemanship to practice, too.”

“Yes, I know,” Lisha allowed with a smile. “But you are already so good at that.” 

Hennelyn turned back to the general. “Father, what is your news that you wanted to tell us?” she reminded him.

“Oh, yes,” he said vaguely. "Well, the first part of the news is that we are expecting a visit from Ambassador Siras Thraulor in a few days." 

Hennelyn frowned. "He's coming again?" she said with distaste. "Haven't we been following orders well enough since last time? He was here only four months ago." 

Tai huffed. "He doesn't come to make sure I am following orders, child. He knows me better than that!"

"But every time he comes, you get new orders, or need to follow old ones better, or something like that. I don't like how he talks to you, Father."

"Well, after all, Hennelyn, he is one of the emperor’s most trusted ambassadors. I suppose that means he can talk any way he wishes. And it's to be expected that our emperor is interested in how we are getting on with our invasion here.”

"I wish we could just leave the bunjis alone. They were here first, after all. Why should we try to conquer them?" 

Somehow her father smiled and frowned at the same time.

"You sound just like your mother. Starkhons never say such things, my girl." 

Hennelyn shrugged indifferently. She'd heard that speech before, but she could not help the gentler nature that she had inherited, mostly from her mother. 

Tai went on, "At any rate, the ambassador isn't coming with new advice or orders this time. I received a message the day before yesterday telling me the reason for his visit." Tai dabbed at his lips with his cloth napkin and his eyes rested on Arcmas, who shifted nervously.

"He's coming for you, Arcmas."

The youngster’s eyes, colored a hawk-like topaz, opened wide. His lips twitched, but no sound escaped. The others only stared.

"F-for me?" Arcmas stammered at last. "I don't understand, sir. What does he want with me?"

Tai sighed heavily.

"I should have told you this long ago, son. We've raised you ever since you were a little downy thing about two years old. But you don’t really belong to us at all. You were given to us, and we were told how to raise you, with strict instructions. We were meant to give you back when you reached fifteen years of age, and, well - your birthday is next Thursday. And so we did as we were told. The years went by so fast, and it never seemed to be the right time to tell you that you would have to leave us. Your mother would have found it impossible to bear, I'm sure. Perhaps it is best that she did not live to see this day... "

Arcmas stared. In a shaky voice, he asked, "But who, sir? Who wants me back?" 

Tai cleared his throat.

"The Emperor, Tol Lorsumn. It was he who sent you to us, those years ago. And now... now I must send you back."

"The emperor..." breathed Arcmas. He looked around at the other two adults. “Did you know about this?" They exchanged a nervous glance.

“Once we did. But we had forgotten it, Master Arcmas,” Jaero Lite told him quietly.

Arcmas glared at Hennelyn, but she shook her head mutely. She looked stricken. Her voice hitched a bit as she asked, “But why, Father? Why does the emperor want Arcmas?”

“I don’t know,” Tai sighed. “It was, and still is, his command. We may all have forgotten, but apparently he hasn’t. It is not our place to question the mighty Ruler of the Empire.”

“Are we all moving to Starkha then, sir?” queried Arcmas.

Tai hesitated. “No. My orders here still stand. I am to remain here until I have succeeded in subduing this country, and my household stays with me. Only you are to go, Arcmas.” 

There was a short silence. Then everyone started talking at the same time.

“He’s too young...” objected Lisha.

“His education is not finished!” added Jaero Lite. “There are years to go yet, sir.”

“What about us, Father? Don’t you and I get a say in it?” Hennelyn cried. 

Arcmas stood up abruptly, capturing everyone’s attention. “But surely, sir, you and Hennelyn may come with me! Perhaps if we ask..." He directed a wistful look at Tai. But the hope rapidly died out of his face when the general shook his head. 

"No, Arcmas. The orders are specific that you go alone. We cannot disobey the emperor." Arcmas glanced around at the others. Lisha pressed her fingers against her mouth, eyes lowered. Hennelyn stared straight ahead. Only Jaero Lite met Arcmas’s gaze, a look of sympathy in his blue eyes.

Arcmas stood and walked a little ways away, turning his back to them. He stood as straight and proud as any Starkhon, though his wingtips were all quivering, betraying his emotion. Yet when he spoke, his voice was steady.

“Of course, Father. Our place is to hear and obey.” He turned to face them. “When... when will the ambassador be here?" 

"In three or four days. You won't be leaving immediately, I am sure. Come and sit back down, Arcmas. We can talk more about it."

Arcmas said, "No, I... think I would just like to go outside for a little while by myself. May I, sir? I won't be long." After a moment, Tai nodded. Arcmas went to the door and slipped out, closing it softly behind himself. 

Whatever else the others might have said died in their throats when they looked at General Tai’s set face. They knew better than to question him when he looked like that. 

Dinner was over. A silence settled on the room except for the snap of the flames in the fireplace. Jaero Lite and Lisha obeyed a silent signal from their master and stood up together. They left the table and retired to their first-floor rooms flanking the doorway on the south side of the hall. 

After a moment, Hennelyn plucked up the courage to speak.

“Father?”

“Hmm?” He looked up distractedly.

“Why does the emperor want Arcmas now? I mean, most Starkhons don’t leave home to become soldiers until they are eighteen. Arcmas is only going to be fifteen.” 

Her father’s shoulders jerked up in a slight shrug.

“Hennelyn, I don’t know. Those are our orders.”

“Orders,” Hennelyn repeated flatly. “If Mother were here, she would have had something to say about ‘orders.’ And about family, and our duty to each other. If Mother were here –”

“Enough, Hennelyn!” Tai interrupted harshly. “Your mother is not here! And even if she were...” He paused. When he spoke again, his voice was calmer. “I didn’t mean to say it like that, child. But you know what would happen even if your mother objected to this... as we both know she would if she were here today. But as a soldier and a general... you and I know that I cannot object. No one...” He stopped.

“Yes, Father, I know. No one disobeys the emperor,” Hennelyn finished bitterly. She stood and left him, climbing the staircase to the second-floor rooms where her bedchamber was situated in the west corner. Tai was left sitting alone by the fire, watching the light outside the windows fade as the rich sunset gold turned to dusk.

Up in the sky, Arcmas glided effortlessly between crimson and saffron clouds and the purpling hues of the earth below. From his vantage point, the prairie stretched out like an unending darkling carpet, and the western mountains put off their crowns of gold in favor of bald heads, sharp and black. The air was cool enough to shiver the spines of most, but Arcmas did not feel the cold. This was his element; the breeze which buoyed him felt as warm and caressing as a zephyr. He banked to the left and slid speedily on a thrilling downdraft before rising again on a warmer column of air. His wingtips spread and fluttered wildly as the wings rose, but sealed together and ballooned him upward on the downswing, all without conscious thought. Utter freedom! Off one wingtip, in perfect imitation of his maneuvers, flew his pet hawk, Glider.

His head whirled with thoughts: Why is this happening now? What does the emperor want with me? What will he expect of me? If the emperor had me first... does he know where I come from?

Then a sudden prompt from the deepest, loneliest corner of his soul: Could this mean he knows where I come from? 

Of course, Arcmas had always seen that he was different from everyone else. Though he had from his earliest years flown distances that would have astonished and dismayed his adopted family if they’d known, he had never seen anyone, anywhere, who was anything like himself. 
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As it happened, Siras Thraulor didn't arrive before six days had gone by. The children tried to pack as much fun as they could into this time. In vain did Jaero Lite crack the books of learning for them, and in vain did their trainers try to keep them to their daily regimens. Nik, too, ducked out of chores as much as he could so that he could join his friends. At another time he would have faced punishment for such behavior, and so would Hennelyn and Arcmas, but at this particular time the adults chose to ignore it. So they made the most of this short, charmed period of time. 

One day found them out riding, Hennelyn on her palomino gelding named Wingfoot, Arcmas on his black gelding he called 'Steed' (he had little imagination when it came to names), and Nik on any horse they could beg or borrow.

Another day, they spent time scrambling among the huge, gnarled roots of an ancient spruce on the north side of the hill, about half a mile from the Outpost. The coulee dropped steeply down there to the creek at its bottom. The north side grew thick bush, but the south slopes were bare, the usual for this part of the country. This creek was one of the children’s favorite places. They stayed out as late as they could get away with every evening, even though it was September and the days were shortening. 

Wednesday dawned sunny and warm, and Hennelyn begged a picnic lunch from the kitchen workers for herself, Arcmas, and Nik. When it was ready, they took it to the sunniest part of the compound, up against the southern wall and ate it there, washing it down with clear, cold water from the creek.

Afterwards, the three of them laid down on the tough prairie grass. The sun rode high, the air was still, and it was pleasant to lie there while the heat baked them. 

"Ahhh... this is the life," commented Nik, eyes shut against the glare as he lay on his back. From all around sounded the secretive psst! psst! of grasshoppers concealed in the long grass, still alive and unmolested by frost. 

"Yes," sighed Hennelyn. "I wish winter didn't have to come at all. It seems to me that summer started only a short time ago. In winter, Father will want to hunt for the bunjis again. I don't even think there are any left around here anymore, though. They seem to be moving further and further away."

"Don't you believe it!" Nik answered. "My father says that they won't give up this land so easily. He says it's getting harder for our wagons from the east to get in and out of here, and that if we don't force an open fight with them soon, we'll all have to move away."

"And of course everyone knows that your father, the gardener from the southern lands, is an expert on battle strategy," Arcmas mocked lightly, raising up his face from where it was laying on top of his arms. A hot blush infused Nik's fair face.

"My father may be a gardener, but he's still clever!" he retorted. Arcmas relented.

"I know he is, Nik. And he's right. The bunjis have not gone away. I see them often, especially on some moonlit nights. They look for me now, though, before they move around. Still, they cannot see me as soon as I see them." 

The other two nodded. Arcmas often boasted that his eyes were as sharp as any eagle's. 

Hennelyn suddenly said, "I think that we Starkhons should all leave here. It's a nice place, and I think of it as home now. But I'd rather live back in Flaethe where there is not so much talk of wars and battles. And I had more friends there who were girls." She paused. “And in Glott, too, there were more girls.”

"That's a woman for you!" laughed Arcmas, but Nik asked humbly, "Am I not a good enough friend for you, Henna?" She smiled at him.

"Of course you are, Nik. But just think what fun it would be if there were more of our age around! And if we didn't live in someone else's country, we could go wherever we wished without dragging guards along to spoil the fun. I’m never allowed to go far by myself." 

She was silent for a time. Suddenly she sat up, her eyes glowing with mischief. Nik regarded her and groaned.

"I know that look!" he said nervously. “You’re hatching a plan!”

She was staring at Arcmas’s wings as they furled and unfurled from his back. He studied her in turn from his position on his stomach, his face cupped in his hands. 

"I know what we should do!" she exclaimed. "Arcmas, don’t you think it’s been a while since you gave Nik and me a ride?”

"Oh no, I knew it," moaned Nik. "Come on, Henna, you know I get airsick! And your father doesn’t like Arcmas doing that.” But Arcmas started to smile.

"I think it’s a good idea,” he agreed. “It might be the last time we can do it before I have to leave.”

"Well, I'm having no part of it," sulked Nik. 

"Come on, Nik,” Hennelyn chided him. “You spoilsport!”

She and Arcmas stood up. Nik did not, even when Hennelyn kicked his foot sharply.

"Alright Nik - suit yourself!" Arcmas retorted. He peered around. Only one soldier could be seen on this side of the house, accompanied by a dog on a leash. He was busy training the dog and not looking in their direction. 

Arcmas boosted Hennelyn up piggy-back, his huge wings spread wide. He took a few running steps, flapping strongly. Nik stood up quickly to watch them go. The two of them rounded the corner of the house, skimming along just over the ground. But it wasn’t long before Nik could see them rising high over the roof. He could hear a couple of soldiers on the other side shout and the dogs barking madly as Arcmas and Hennelyn left the compound. 

Hennelyn thrilled to the joy of flight. The wind roared in her ears, and her hair streamed out behind her. The gleaming sun dazzled her eyes and made them flow with happy tears. On either side, Arcmas’s strong wings beat with a hypnotic rhythm; he surged upwards as though the power of the air coursed through his veins. Arcmas had done this a few times before, and she loved it - the wonderful, wild freedom of it.

Why couldn’t I have been born with wings?! she sorrowed, as she often had before. Of course, she had no sensation of the effort that it cost Arcmas to carry her, though she knew of another of his peculiarities; he was very strong - much stronger than any Starkhon boy his age. Maybe he was even stronger than a man, for all she knew. 

She shook the water out of her eyes and peered down to see how high they were. Wonderfully high! On the upbeats of Arcmas’s wings, she could see the walled fortress below, and the small, neat soldiers’ town on the west side of it, lower down the hill. She could also see the farmers’ fields, which fed everyone, stretched out on the valley floor north of the river. A few glints of reflected sunshine in them puzzled her until she realized that the farmers were likely swathing the crops with their long, horse-drawn blades. The twisty river glistened far below like a wet snake. 

Arcmas flew to a hill on the south side of the valley, the wild side where no Starkhons yet lived. Here he spiralled down and put her on her feet on the scrubby grass. He turned away and spread his wings again. 

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“To collect Nik,” he answered. “Don’t you want him here too?”

“Oh! Sure.”

He took off again. Hennelyn looked around her. She stood alone on the crest of a prairie hill quite a ways southwest from the taller hill where the fortress stood, like a crown on its highest point - the place strategically chosen by her father when they first came out here. She saw no danger of any kind nearby, so she sat down to rest her legs, wobbly from the short flight, to await Arcmas’s return. 

It wasn’t long until she saw him returning, with another burden. He was quite close before she could tell that he carried Nik in his arms, not on his back. Nik had his hands over his eyes. 

Arcmas angled towards the hill, coming in low as he neared Hennelyn. He landed in a flurry of air that lifted her hair momentarily, setting Nik on his feet the same time as his own touched down. Nik finally removed his hands to see that he was down, but only Arcmas’s arms around him seemed to be keeping his legs from collapsing. After a moment, he pulled away from Arcmas’s loosening claws, then turned around and gave the other boy - who was in the middle of a laugh - a hefty shove. Down went Arcmas, landing on his rump with a surprised grunt and a flurry of loose feathers.

"You stupid jaybird!" Nik yelled at him. "I told you to leave me alone!" 

Immediately, the fun died out of Arcmas’s face, and his straight black feathery brows almost met in the middle. Then up he jumped - as quickly as he’d gone down.

"What did you call me?”

"Wendaniko!" cried Hennelyn, shocked yet hiding a smile. Nik's face flushed a blotchy red. He knew he was in trouble whenever he heard his full name, but he was too angry to care.

Hennelyn quickly moved between the two of them, holding Arcmas back.

"Come on, you two," she chided, "We didn't do this so that you could fight. You're spoiling the fun!" 

"You heard what he said!” Arcmas hissed, “I am not a bird, do you hear? Not a bird!" His yellow eyes almost shot sparks. Hennelyn clung to his shirt tenaciously. 

Over her shoulder, she scolded, "Nik! Why did you have to call him the one thing that makes him crazy?"

"I... I forgot," Nik lied.

"You forgot!" spat Arcmas. "Well, now you’ll forget what it's like to be in one piece!" 

Hennelyn decided it was time to put her foot down. In fact, she stamped it. Red-faced too now, she ordered sharply, "Arcmas! Stop it! Do you boys want to waste the last bit of time we have together fighting? Say you're sorry, Nik, and then I want both of you to make it up!" 

Arcmas crossed his arms sullenly, eyeing Nik and waiting.

"Alright!" Nik offered with bad grace. "I'm sorry! I'm sorry I said... that word. I just wish that sometimes he would just - " 

Hennelyn interrupted, "Well, he said he was sorry. Can you both do the secret handshake now?" Little by little, Arcmas’s breathing calmed down and the anger left his face. After a moment, he stepped closer to Nik and offered his hand. Nik hesitated and searched the other boy's face.

"Friends?" he inquired cautiously.

"Friends." So they did the handshake the three of them had invented just for themselves, secret and complicated. Perhaps the boys’ tempers hadn't subsided completely though, for when it was over, they both rubbed their bruised knuckles.

In the hiatus after making peace, they all finally realized that they were gloriously alone.

"Hey... we did it!" exulted Hennelyn, stretching her arms wide.

"Yes. And are we going to be in trouble!" Nik warned. 

Arcmas grinned and shrugged.

“It’s not an adventure if we don’t get into trouble.”

"Let's go explore!" cried Hennelyn, and so they did, exploring among the trees surrounding the
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