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Chapter 1

Meeting in the woods

 

Fiella was a round sort of young woman. She had a short, sturdy, well-rounded figure. Her face was round, dominated by large round green eyes. She was even pigeon-toed, as if her feet wanted to complete the rounded picture. She had never seen a mirror, but she knew all these features from seeing her reflection in puddles or glass windows.

Unlike tall people or strong people, short round people didn't stand out in any crowd. Fiella's shape fit her personality. Her nineteen years of life had shown her that being overlooked, even invisible, could be a good thing. The thieves who had killed her parents had never seen her cowering in the loft, even when they searched the rest of the house.

The only person who had truly noticed her since her parents' deaths was Bookmaster Bora. Bora was master of the most profitable business in the area, the creation and selling of that rare item, books. When the temple priestess had presented the orphaned Fiella as a possible apprentice, something about the little girl appealed to Master Bora. Perhaps to her sense of humor, Fiella thought. But for whatever reason, Bora had accepted her as an apprentice. Now, twelve years later, Fiella was a journeyman and about to take her first step toward becoming a master herself. On this day, she would begin her first solo selling trip.

She rose early to have time for a luxury, a cup of hot tea with two spoonfuls of honey. She sat on her back stoop in a pleasant haze of anticipation, sipping the sweet dark liquid, watching the sliver of rising sun throwing light over the village fields. Her dog Biscuit lay at her side, tongue lolling, enjoying the sunrise with her.

Fiella was one of the few journeymen who could afford their own home, although for her, the house was not a mark of wealth. She had inherited it from her slain parents. For the privacy and peace, she had learned to live with the memories. Then, when she had found the fuzzy little puppy which had grown into the enormous Biscuit, she was glad she had the room to keep him. The dog was her best friend.

Biscuit was part of the reason Master Bora was allowing Fiella to go alone on this trip. "No sane bandit will bother you if he has to go through that dog," Bora had said with a chuckle. Even so, Bora lectured Fiella on road safety and horse care for over an hour. Fiella knew her own abilities, but she had listened attentively and remembered every word. She was ready for this test.

When half the sun's disk had cleared the mountains, she rose, washed her cup, did one last inspection of her house, shouldered the heavy pack that held all her traveling clothes and gear, then shuttered the windows. She set out for the book shop with a light, eager step, Biscuit padding silent behind her.

She lived on the outside edge of Kireen, close to the fields, and the shop was in the center of the village. On the way, she crossed the bridge over the mill race. Taking the ford upstream from the mill would have shortened her walk, but somehow, even with the flat rocks the villagers had placed across the ford, she always ended up with wet feet. Besides, the bridge was amusing. Since the first day of its completion it had been a target for children who carved words and designs into the wood. Fiella had made this rite of passage in her ninth year, carving the name of her favorite book. Hundreds of words and crude drawings now decorated the bridge, despite repeated attempts by the mayors to end the tradition.

On this day, a child stood at the base of the bridge. Fiella knew him--everyone knew everybody in Kireen. His name was Mit, and he was only eight years old. He balanced on a rock in the race, using a table knife to cut into one of the support posts. Fiella leaned over the rail, alarmed. If he fell in, the surging water would sweep him into the mill wheel to his death.

She had enough sense not to startle him. She hung as far over the rail as she dared, and he saw her shadow on the water and looked up. He gave her a gap-toothed, saucy grin. "Good morning, Miss Fiella. Hello, Biscuit."

"Good morning, Mit. You should return to the shore. What you're doing is dangerous."

She should have known better. Mit stuck out his narrow chest. "I'm not afraid. I'm not done yet. Look, what do you think?"

She stared down at a carved image of a cow, and she shuddered to think how long he'd been standing there to have done so much. "It's beautiful. In fact, it's perfect. Why don't you get to the shore again?"

Now Mit stuck out his jaw. "I haven't put spots on it yet. It's a spotted cow."

She realized the more she pushed him, the more stubborn he would grow. She glanced around. No one else was about. She could use her power voice. Pitching her tone to tap into the power, she commanded, "Mit, you think it's perfect now. Step back onto the shore."

Beside her, Biscuit whined, a low, soft sound he always made when she used her Gift.

Mit gave his creation a critical appraisal. "It's perfect." Fiella held her breath as he turned, but he leaped onto solid ground without slipping on the wet rocks. Then he looked up at Fiella, his face screwed in worry and thought. For a moment her heart thudded in her chest. He noticed. He knows I manipulated him, whispered the fearful corner of her mind. But he only said, "You won't tell on me, will you?"

The rail kept her from sagging with relief. "Of course not. I'd never do that to a friend of Biscuit's."

The dog woofed as if in agreement. Mit's grin reappeared, charming despite the lack of one of his front teeth. He waved at them and trotted away, happy with his morning's handiwork.

Fiella stood on the bridge for another minute, still leaning on the rail. The momentary scare had left her dizzy. She knew she was being foolish. No one had ever discovered her power, and she had used it on adults and on children far more experienced and canny than Mit. Yet no matter how skilled she'd become with it, despite all logic, experience, and common sense, the fear of exposure as one of the Gifted was always ready to pounce. Rumors circulated about what happened to some Gifted, despite the law of King Sefal. She had once seen a corpse when on a trip with Bora, identified as Gifted by a crude G cut into his chest. No one in Kireen would be so cruel, but the image had stayed with her, tucked in a corner of her mind, feeding her fear.

Biscuit pushed his nose into her hand. She knelt and hugged the dog around his thick, soft ruff. Nothing could banish fear faster or better than the affection of her dog. Putting the nervous moment out of her mind, she continued on her way, walking briskly to make up for lost time.

The Bookmaster's shop was unique, not only to Kireen but to the whole domain of Fordis. On the ground floor, dozens of windows were fitted with glass to let light pour into the rooms for the copyists, limners, and binders. In contrast, the upper floor had only two small windows, both of them in Bora's narrow office. The rest of the upstairs space was dedicated to storing completed books, because the sun could harm such fragile things.

Outside, a lawn surrounded the entire building, much of it covered by carrels for the copyists and limners to work whenever the weather allowed. Around both yard and shop was a tall fence made of fitted boards, not to keep out thieves--what thieves wanted books?--but to keep the apprentices and journeymen free from the distractions of the outside world.

Fiella loved the shop more than any place she'd ever seen or heard of.

She arrived as the journeyman copyist was unlocking the gate. He didn't notice her immediately, of course, but when he did see her, he greeted her with a sleepy nod. He wished her luck on her travels, which was as much as she expected from such a brusque young man. She didn't envy him for his position of responsibility, no more than she envied the journeyman binder and journeyman limner. Master Bora had a knack for choosing the right people for their tasks. All three of those journeymen lacked the ambition to attempt a mastership, but they were excellent supervisors and trainers of the apprentices and laborers who did the everyday work of the shop.

Fiella had always been an excellent worker as an apprentice. When she was a copyist, she'd made no mistakes. As a binder, she had been meticulous and careful. Her work as a limner had involved nothing more than such things as mixing paints and clean-up, but she'd excelled at all her tasks. However, she had never become comfortable with the journeyman's responsibility to cruise in those crowded rooms, looking for errors to correct or ignorance to instruct. Besides, no one could ever think of her as a person in charge, not for a moment, not even the least and youngest apprentice. Bora in her wisdom had moved Fiella to journeyman seller. For the past two years she had taken Fiella and even Biscuit with her on her selling trips, and to everyone's surprise except Bora's, Fiella had blossomed in this task. She had learned so much and so well that Bora was now trusting her, at the age of only nineteen, to do the year's first selling trip all alone.

She passed along the narrow hall between the limning room on the left from the copy and bindery rooms on the right. The smells of paper, parchment, paint, oil, wood, ink, glue, and leather swirled around her, even with the rooms empty of workers. For Fiella, these were the scents of home, as much as were the scents of her own house. At the end of the hall, behind the stairs, she passed through the narrow door and into the rear yard. Opposite her was the tiny, two-stall barn flanked by a fenced paddock. The barn sheltered the shop's only horse and the cart it pulled.

The cart was already in the yard, its poles propped up on a bench to keep the bed level. Two wheels, high and broad-set for stability, were topped by wide fenders to keep mud from splashing onto the cover and the crates of books beneath it. The fenders were painted a bright blue, the cart's body was a sunny yellow, and the wheels and box were green. The cover was red. When Fiella had first seen it, she had blurted out that it looked like a tinker's cart. "Precisely," Bora had replied. "Who's going to want to rob a tinker?"

Smiling at this memory, Fiella climbed onto the box to tuck her pack behind the crates of books. Each of these crates was lined with the same water repellant cloth as the red cover, and the books inside were also protected, wrapped in butcher paper, oil cloth, and canvas. The books were sheltered from the elements better than she would be, but to her, that was appropriate. She loved books with a passion only matched by Master Bora's.

Her belongings stowed, she went to the barn for the horse. Bramble was a large horse, muscular and hard-boned, solid black, with a long mane and tail, and her legs decorated with long fringes of black hair. She needed more care than the average cart horse, especially brushing her and braiding the mane, but no one begrudged her the effort. She was able to pull a fully laden cart all day on limited food, and she did so without complaint. Sweet and docile, she stood without moving while Fiella groomed her, and when Fiella brought out the harness, she put her head down so Fiella could reach high enough to set the bridle over her ears.

When she led Bramble out to the cart, Bora was waiting for her, Biscuit sitting at her feet. Under her master's critical eye, Fiella harnessed Bramble to the poles.

"Did you check that harness thoroughly?" Bora demanded.

"Yes, Master."

"Did Bramble leave any feed in her bucket?"

"No, Master. She's in good health."

Bora gave her a shrewd stare. "Are you nervous?"

Fiella ducked her head. "Yes."

"Good. If you weren't, I'd worry. Do you remember what I told you yesterday?"

Fiella nodded.

"Do you have warmer clothes? That gown will do for the day, but the nights are still cold."

"In my pack."

"Very well. Where is the map?"

"Under the box." She didn't need it at hand unless something went wrong, for she had the route memorized.

"Climb up, then."

Biscuit took this as his cue and leaped onto the box. Fiella used the step and got into place with dignity. As she took up the reins, Bora strode to the outside gate and swung it open. Swallowing hard, Fiella clucked to Bramble, and she was on her way. As she passed Bora, her master said, "Be prosperous, but more than that--"

"Be safe," Fiella finished for her. "I will, I promise."

Her first stop on this route was Kapath Castle, due west from Kireen. The roads were good, so she expected to arrive on the second day. She would stay the first night at an inn near the castle. She hoped to do a little extra business with the owner, who had mentioned a book to Bora the year before. After Kapath, she would continue on a meandering trail, visiting various lords and merchants, but always heading south toward Dragonsrise. The capital city was where she would do most of her business. One entire crate of books was the obligatory offering to the Royal Library, which received a copy of every book made by any bookmaster. Bora made no profit on this, but the current king was also a private collector, so Fiella hoped to sell most of a second crate at a good price.

After Dragonsrise, she would follow the western arm of the King's Road, where she would do the rest of her business. Then she would return to Kireen. In the early autumn, before the harvest, she would make another circuit, north to Lord Maran's fortress at the Wall, then south along the eastern arm of the King's Road. In winter, when there was no traveling and little business, she caught up with record-keeping, reading, and cataloging the books as they were bound and stored.

She arrived earlier than she expected at the inn at Welwithy. However, the inn had changed hands and the current owner didn't read, so Fiella saved some of her traveling funds and took advantage of the hours of daylight left to proceed toward Kapath. She could camp in the forest of the Kapathian hunting preserve that night, and if she rose early, she might even arrive at the castle in the early morning.

She was a mile into the forest shadows when Biscuit, still on the box with her, whined and got to his feet. He was staring at the sky to the south, but when Fiella followed his stare, she saw nothing. "It was probably a hawk," she told him, ruffling his ears. He settled down again, unalarmed but still alert, his ears pricked high. Despite calming him, she didn't dismiss his actions, and she remained as alert as the dog. Something was out there, and it most likely wasn't a hawk, as Biscuit was familiar with those birds.

She was scouting for a good place to stop for the night when Biscuit jumped to his feet again. This time he scrabbled at the side of the box, ready to jump down. Fiella reined Bramble in, and Biscuit leaped to the ground and ran off into the trees.

Fiella wasn't a woman who cursed. Her sigh was resigned. But Biscuit was not a dog to go chasing after a squirrel, so she climbed from the cart and led Bramble to the side of the road. She couldn't go far enough into the trees to hide the cart, so she tied the mare, hoping no one with thieving impulses would pass by. Then she lifted her skirts and ran after the dog.

He was waiting for her. As she caught up, he dashed away, then waited ahead until she caught up again. In this leapfrog fashion, they went deep into the forest. Then Biscuit stopped and crouched. They had arrived wherever it was he was taking her, and he was watching whatever it was that had interested him.

She joined him, stopped, and stared.

They were at the edge of a small clearing, where a scattering of rocks broke the earth. On one of the larger rocks sat a dark-haired young man, long legs haphazardly stretched out, shoulders slumped. One hand covered his face, and the other arm was hanging at his side, the hand resting limp on the ground with the palm up and the fingers curled and forgotten. He wore black boots, black trousers, and a tunic and shirt which had once been fine, but were now roughly ripped in two places down his back. The cause of the rips was even more startling than finding such a well-dressed young man in such a remote place. From his back grew a pair of wings, feathered like an eagle's except they were pure white. They drooped, partly open, the flight pinions displayed, graceful even in this careless pose.

Fiella couldn't help it. She covered her mouth, but not before a gasp of startled wonder escaped her.

He jumped up and away from her, stumbling over rocks and his own wings. His wide eyes were dark and wild, and he thrust a hand toward her as if to ward her off like some kind of forest spirit. He was tall and lean, and he moved quickly. She should have feared him. He didn't look rational. But Biscuit hadn't shown himself, which he would have done, growling, if he thought she was in danger. And she saw the tracks of tears on the boy's pale cheeks. She couldn't turn away once she'd seen that.

Instead, she took one step forward. "My name is Fiella. I won't hurt you."

At once his mouth twisted into disdain, and the wings opened. "I'm not afraid of you."

Fiella thought this was pretty silly. "Yes, you are. Not of me particularly. After all, you're bigger than me, and you can fly away. But you're afraid I'll tell someone about you."

"Which you will." Under the contempt in his voice and behind the scowl on his face, she could hear the wavering of panic. He would fly away with the least provocation, and she doubted he would end up any place safer than this. She decided to take a chance.

"No, I won't. I'm Gifted, too."

The wings slowly folded. He looked down his nose at her. "Not like I am."

"I've never heard of anyone who has your Gift."

The fire which had brought him to his feet now drained away. He slumped on the rock. "No one's ever heard of it. I'm unique. Isn't that wonderful?" he mocked.

She ventured a few steps forward. "Well, yes, it is. But I understand why you don't think so. How long have you been like this?"

He glanced at the sun. "About an hour."

No wonder he looked as if he were in shock. She took another step forward. "They're beautiful. Your wings, I mean."

"Are they? I haven't looked. Don't come any closer. They may look pretty, but they're dangerous."

"I know. I've been chased by a goose before."

He stared at her as if she'd spoken in another language. "What?"

"Geese. They have strong wings, and they'll beat you with them."

His mouth twisted again. It was a wide, expressive mouth. He would have been handsome, except for the bitter anger that pinched his features. "I'll have more respect for poultry farmers from now on."

She stepped close enough to sit on a rock in front of him. "Why are you here?"

"Where else should I go?"

"Home?"

"Not if my life depended on it."

"But they'd take you in and help you, wouldn't they?"

The dark scowl deepened. "No, they wouldn't. I beat up my aunt. I might even have killed her. I don't know." In those last two sentences, his expression changed, the scowl wavering. His eyes glistened with tears. Then he scrubbed his hands over his face as if to erase the tear tracks and the expression all at once. "Everyone loves my aunt. They won't kill me, but I'd rather die than face them. I'd get a lot of forgiveness and understanding and sympathy," he added viciously, as if those good words were curses.

"What are you going to do, then?"

"I don't know. That's what I've been trying to think about." He'd forgotten he was trying to act tough, and his expression was like that of a defeated little boy.

"If you want my advice--"

"I don't. Why would I?"

"Maybe because I'm thinking clearly, and you're not?"

He tensed. She thought he might jump up again, even fly away. Then he relaxed. "Good point. But I don't need your help. I'll think of something. And you shouldn't be here. If you're caught, you'll probably be punished just for talking to me."

"You'll be better off if you let me help you."

"What can a girl like you do for me?" he snapped, getting to his feet again.

She was growing tired of his mercurial moods. She used her power voice. "Sit down."

He sat.

She said, "For one thing, I can--"

But he was quick-witted. "Did you make me do that?"

"Um...yes."

"Is that your Gift?"

"Yes. I would appreciate it if you didn't tell anyone. No one else knows except you."

He laughed, the sound short and bitter. "I can see that. I'll go straight to the nearest inn and denounce you. Looking like this." His wings fanned out.

The display was so beautiful, she smiled. "Why don't we both agree to keep our secrets?"

"Yours is a little easier to hide."

"I have an idea about that, if you'll come with me to where my cart is tied."

She waited for his agreement. He stared at her. "Why are you helping me?"

It was a good question. She had never risked her life or her reputation for anyone. She tried to find an answer, but it wasn't simple. It was mired in her attraction to his good looks, in her heart's pity for his fear and despair, in a natural desire to shelter the helpless, and even in her admiration for those magnificent wings. She spread her hands and said, "I don't know why. I just want to help you." She rose. "Come with me if you want my help, or sit here and brood until a better idea comes to you."

"You're really bossy, you know that?"

She snapped, "It's me or that rock. Choose."

"Why should I trust you?"

"Why shouldn't you?"

Another long silence followed, while his dark eyes searched hers. She kept her expression stern. At last he conceded, "The rock is too hard to sit on for long."

"Then come with me."

"Yes, mistress."

She started toward the forest. "You do sarcasm well. I guess I should have expected that."

"Why?"

"It runs in your family."

"How do you--?" He stopped. "What is that?"

He had no cause for his alarm. Biscuit was sitting, tongue lolling, ears pricked.

"Biscuit. He's my dog. Biscuit, this is our new friend."

"You and I are not friends."

"Oh, be sensible for one minute, will you? It's a word he understands. He doesn't know words like acquaintance, he's a dog. Extend your hand, palm out. Yes, like that." For once, she approved of his behavior. "You're used to dogs, I see."

He let Biscuit sniff his hand and wrist, then knelt and stroked the big golden head. Biscuit licked his face. Pleased, he ruffled and scratched the dog's ears. Biscuit waved his tail and panted in bliss. Fiella said, "You must be nicer than you act. Biscuit doesn't always make friends so easily."

"He's a good dog." He rose, wings draping down his back. "You're pretty good with sarcasm, too, in your own way."

She flushed. "Sorry."

"No, don't apologize. Otherwise I'd have to be nicer to you."

"I wouldn't want you to strain your manners."

"That's better. You're Fiella, you said?"

She nodded.

"I'm--" His voice, which had been warming, trailed off.

"Don't bother. Let me guess. Your name is Arlin?"

"How did you know?" He wasn't angry, he was indignant, as if he'd thought his identity could remain a deep secret.

She resisted rolling her eyes. "I live in your father's domain, and I'm not stupid. All your subjects know Prince Falin and his family by sight."

"But I don't go out and around like the rest of my family. I doubt you could ever have seen me."

"No, I haven't, but I've seen the rest of them. So, by deduction, you had to be the third one."

The mouth twisted again. "Yeah, that's about right, the third one." Then he said, "How did you know I was from Kapath at all?"

"I'm a bookseller. I know your grandfather well, and you're very like him. You look more like him than your father does, even." This was a new idea to him, she saw. "Didn't anyone ever tell you that?"

"No."

Didn't he have a mirror? "You'll have to take my word for it, then."

He fell into step beside her, silent now. Ahead of them, Biscuit led the way, the pale gold and white plume of his tail like a beacon. This made Fiella think of something, and she glanced at Arlin. As she suspected, the white of his wings shone like lanterns, glowing in the dimming light of evening. He caught her glance, mistook its meaning, and said, "I'll need another name, won't I?"

"That would be wise."

After another silent minute he said, "It's going to be hard, but I've got to learn to be secret. Someone tried to kill me. Earlier."

"When? How?"

"When I was--when I was flying, never mind where. He used a bow."

"Were you hurt?"

"I was far out of his range. But that's what I can expect from now on, I suppose, if I don't find a way to hide."

"We'll think of something. One step at a time. Let's get the wings covered and think of a name for you to use, and we'll go from there."

"Thank you." The words came out as if he rarely said them.

When she glimpsed the road between the trees, she breathed a sigh of relief that Bramble and the cart were where she'd left them. Arlin said, "Maybe I should wait here until you're sure no one else is on the road."

"No one is. If there had been anyone, Biscuit would have alerted me."

"Oh." He followed her, jaw set in a sullen line. She ignored his expression. He said, "That thing is garish. It looks like a tinker's cart."

For some reason, his disdain hurt her feelings, which made her angry. "Maybe I'm a tinker."

"You aren't."

"How do you know?"

He gave her a don't-be-stupid look down his nose. "You told me you were a bookseller."

She had told him. "I'm surprised you remembered."

"I'm not an idiot."

She left that alone. Biscuit was in his normal position on the box. Without a word, she climbed beside him, leaned under the cover, and pulled her cloak from her pack. "This is the best I can do," she said, scrambling down.

Arlin draped it over himself, tying the strings under his throat. Somehow, his refined features made the cloak look shabby, but when he pulled the hood up, the cloth and its shadows hid his face. However, the cloak was far too short. "That will help, but it won't do," she said, looking at his legs. The wings lifted the shoulders of the cloak, making him appear to be hunchbacked, and the cloak had been cut for her, not a tall boy. Beneath the hem, the ends of the wings emerged, lower than his knees.

He glanced down and swore.

"It will work if you stay on the box. We'll have to buy you a longer cloak at the next town. Do you have any money?"

"Yes. But there isn't room for me on the box."

She remembered Biscuit and laughed. "Get down, Biscuit. We have company."

The dog cheerfully leaped to the ground and stood beside the horse as if he expected to be hitched up. She patted him as she freed Bramble's tie rope from the branch. "Good dog. But you have other jobs. You don't need to help pull."

Holding the reins free, she climbed onto the box. Arlin was already there. He'd hidden the wing tips by letting them fall behind the seat and under the red cover. He looked odd, but not odd enough to draw attention. She nodded once, satisfied, then clucked to Bramble and got back onto the road.

"Where are you going?" Arlin asked, voice rising.

"To Kapath. That's my first--" She stopped. He had told her he didn't want to go home. Somehow her destination of Kapath Castle for her job had gotten disconnected in her mind from Kapath Castle as his home. She drew rein and turned to him. "Are you sure you don't want to go home? Your family are good people, aren't they? They seem to be. Besides, your grandfather made the law that protects the Gifted, and your aunt is the famous witch Celia, isn't she?" She stopped, remembering his earlier words, and put her hand over her mouth. "Is Celia the aunt you think you killed?"

His expression confirmed it. No tears this time, only a savage anger at himself. "That's the one. So I won't be welcomed home with open arms. Yes, they'll let me in. They'll take care of me. I'll be loved and cosseted. Poor Arlin, they'll be thinking. He's finally done something worth noting, and it's getting himself and everyone else in trouble. They'll do the smart thing and lock me in a tower room before the servants see me and spread the word, and that's where I'll end up staying for my whole life." He shifted away from her. "I'd rather die."

The words were melodramatic, but she sympathized. "I think I would, too," she admitted, getting a startled look from him. She stared at Bramble's ears, trying to think what to do next.

After a long moment he said, "What are you doing?"

"I'm trying to think."

"Is it always so hard for you?"

"Are you always so mean?"

He looked at her from under his lashes. "Sorry."

The look was so appealing, her irritation faded. "I have an idea."

"What is it?"

"Don't look so nervous. It's a good idea. We'll turn around and go to my home. We'll have to travel all night, however."

"For secrecy?"

"That, and also to make up for my lost time."

"What does an extra day or two matter?"

She was trying to turn the cart, but at this, the reins drooped in her hands. Bramble halted, confused. Fiella drew a careful breath. She had always thought of herself as an even-tempered person, and she could not understand why she was so irritated, so fast. When she could speak with dignity, she said, "Have you never done any work in your life?"

"Of course I have."

"Don't you always try to do your best?"

"Depends on the job."

Her jaw tensed. She snapped, "This is not just a job to me, this is my living. I am a journeyman, in training to be a master. I am responsible for keeping to a schedule, and I take my responsibilities seriously. If rain and mud and bandits and sickness don't make me lose a day, do you think helping you should?" When he only stared at her, she said, "Never mind. A lifetime of privilege hasn't taught you responsibility. That's not your fault."

"Gracious of you."

The sarcasm mixed with bafflement. She didn't think he'd ever understand, but then, as she'd said, it wasn't his fault. Not exactly. It was his class and his upbringing. She picked up the reins again, avoiding even looking at Arlin.

The trip to Kireen was long and silent. Arlin brooded--that was the only word for it--but Fiella knew he had a lot to think about. However, he made no complaints when he took the reins so she could nap.

They approached Kireen in the grey light of pre-dawn. Fiella was driving again, and she took a farm path so she could reach the back of her house without driving through the entire village. Drawing rein, she climbed from the box, then pointed at the door in the rear of the house. "Go in, and don't open the shutters."

He gave her another of his I'm not stupid glares, but he said nothing, only did as she told him. Biscuit followed him. Forgetting Arlin for a while, Fiella unharnessed Bramble and set the tired mare free to roll in the grass. Then she tied her on a loose rope and gave her water.

With the horse's comfort assured, she went inside. Arlin was sitting on the room's only chair, and he hadn't even lit a candle. She was glad of his good sense, but then, he didn't know what villages were like. She lit two candles and placed them on the table.

"Is that wise?" he asked. Then, again showing some sense, he added, "Someone will see the cart and horse anyway, I suppose, as soon as the sun comes up."

Her irritation had long ago worn away. She smiled. "By the time the sun comes up, everyone in town will know I'm home. But they won't see you. We should eat something."

He nodded. The hood had fallen onto his shoulders, and he looked all around. "You live here?"

The tone of his voice brought her irritation back. "Yes, and I'm lucky to have such a nice home. I realize my entire house would probably fit in your dining hall, but most journeymen have to share a room in a boarding house."

Now he was smiling. "My bedroom."

"What?"

"Your entire house would fit in my bedroom."

She realized he was teasing her, and she laughed. "Really?"

"Almost. Maybe not all of the loft."

She took a hammer from a neat rack of tools next to the back door.

"What are you doing?"

"First, getting us some food from the cart."

"You don't have food in your house?"

"Not when I'm going to be away from home for weeks."

"Oh. Yes. Very wise. What's the hammer for?"

"I thought I would break one of the cart's wheels. Just a little. Then I can take it to the smith to be repaired, and I won't have to explain why I'm not at Kapath."

He shook his head. "That's not smart. Your smith will know the break is recent, and he may need to call in a carpenter. We could be here all day." He frowned, then said, "I have a better idea. A thrown shoe would be more natural. Do you have a file and nipper around here?"

"A file and what?"

"Never mind. Do you have any horse care tools? Maybe in the cart?"

"Of course. But," she admitted, a flush rising in her cheeks, "I haven't ever needed to use them, and I'm not sure how." Bora had given her precise instructions, but she had no confidence in her ability to follow them. "Do you know?"

"Don't sound so surprised. You may not approve of my education, but it did include horses. I think I can do this without anyone seeing me, if you bring the horse and the tools to the back door."

The horse. She supposed he would refer to her as the journeyman. "The horse has a name. Her name is Bramble."

He studied her a moment, then shrugged. "Bramble, then." He glanced at the dog. "And Biscuit. You like the letter B?"

What would he find next to tease her about? "I didn't name Bramble," she said, and stalked out.

She got the sack of horse tools from under the box, then untied Bramble and led her to Arlin. Shielded from view by the open door and lit by a lamp Fiella held high, he took two long metal tools from the sack. He rubbed Bramble's neck and poll, making friends with her. He ran his hand down her foreleg, then turned his back to her, bent, and gently but firmly lifted her foot and set it on his knee. He used the edge of the file carefully around the bottom part of the hoof, along the line of nails. Moving to her side, he again picked up the foot and put it between his thighs, but this time facing toward her rear, with the hoof's bottom up. With the other tool he cleaned the foot, then used it to pry the shoe away from the hoof, a little at a time. The entire operation took only minutes.

He set Bramble's foot on the ground, patted her, handed Fiella the shoe, replaced the tools in the sack, and picked up the nails from the grass. "Don't try to save money at the blacksmith's by giving him that shoe to replace it," he said. "He'll know it was taken off, not lost."

She looked at the shoe, at Bramble, and at Arlin. "That was impressive."

His response to her praise was, "I'm not a total waste."

Which ended her momentary approval of him. She turned sharply away and led Bramble to the tree to tie her. She returned to the house and, still not talking to Arlin, she climbed into the loft. There she rummaged in the trunk which now sat where her childhood sleeping pallet had been, found what she wanted, and came down with a cloak draped over her shoulders. She handed this to Arlin. "I think this will work better than my cloak."

He said nothing about her earlier silence, only took the garment and shook it out. "Much better. It'll cover me completely. Whose is it?"

"It was my father's. He was a tall man."

"Sorry," he muttered. "I'll be careful with it." When he set aside her cloak, the wings opened, seeming to fill the room with their whiteness. Arlin looked as surprised as Fiella was when she saw them. She supposed it would take much longer than a single day to become accustomed to such a thing.

"What are the belts for?" he asked after the mutual pause.

She had also brought two leather belts from the loft, slung over her shoulder. "My father was a big man as well as tall, so these should fit around you and restrict the wings without hurting them." Then, recognizing she must sound autocratic, she added, "What do you think?"

"I think it'll work," he said, his eyes lighting. He had noticed her verbal retreat.

That irritated her again. "Put your arms out. And if you can, furl the wings as close as possible to your body."

"I can. I'm getting used to them."

He held out his arms, and under them she wrapped the longest belt around his chest, securing the wings close to his back, with the buckle in front to avoid damaging the feathers. She couldn't help but trail her fingers over them, surprised such a miraculous thing could feel like a common goose's wing.

The second belt went around his waist, also securing the wings close. The cloak, when they put it on him, reached to his mid-calf and covered the wings entirely. Fiella surveyed the results from all sides. Arlin said, "Well? Does it work?"

"It does. You look unnaturally broad-shouldered, but not enough to draw a second glance. I think you should wrap your knees in a bit of flannel, like people do in the winter, to hide the wing tips, just in case the wind lifts the ends of the cloak too high."

"Won't that look odd at this time of year?"

"No, not on beggars and others who must wear all their clothing, or carry it."

He smiled, a weak smile but one which reached his eyes. "So I'm posing as a beggar?"

She smiled back. "Maybe an unemployed mercenary, hired to protect me."

"I left my sword at my aunt's house."

His voice fell with the last three words. She realized what their next step would have to be, as little as either of them liked it. She said, "You won't need it. We have a club under the box, so you can carry that to complete your disguise. But we must discuss something else now."

"That sounds ominous."

"You should sit down."

"That bad?"

"No. I'm getting a crick in my neck, staring up at you."

He sat, and she perched herself on the edge of her bed. She wanted nothing more than to stretch out and have a long, peaceful sleep, but hours spent on a proper rest might bring someone from the village to check on her well-being. She collected her thoughts. "You aren't going to like what I'm going to say."

"Say it anyway."

"I think our first stop, even before Kapath, should be Fordis. We should check on your aunt."

"I can't go there!"

"Yes, you can. No one will be looking for you there. You flew away. They'll be looking everywhere except there. And until we know exactly how your aunt is faring, then you won't be able to use your wits. Don't look offended, it's only the truth. You're worried about her. I can see it."

"It wasn't my fault, what happened."

"Don't raise your voice. Someone may pass by and hear you, and we need to get you out of Kireen undetected. Everyone here knows I am traveling alone."

His voice remained taut, but he lowered it. "The wings just...came out. I didn't know about them. One minute we were just--talking--and the next, I had wings. They burst out, and they hit her."

She didn't suspect him of lying. He was a poor liar. Still, his account was far from the whole story. Guilt flushed his face and weakened every word. Whatever the truth was, though, she was sure he hadn't harmed Lady Celia on purpose. "I believe you. But you will be better off knowing how she is, no matter what the result. Being in ignorance is distracting you."

"If it were your aunt, wouldn't you be distracted?" he demanded.

"Yes, I would. And I would want to know the facts, so I would be able to concentrate on staying out of any more trouble."

His anger fell, swiftly and naturally, into resentment. "You always have the answer, don't you? Well, I have to go where the cart goes, but I don't have to see or talk to anyone."

She wasn't going to try to keep up with his mood changes. They were too swift for her. "You don't have to talk to her or to anyone. I can't make you. But if that's what you want, you should stay well-hidden and never appear, even in disguise. People there know your face."

"You want me to hide in the cart?"

"That would be best. Nowhere nearby your aunt's house. I'll leave you in a hollow I know, and I'll leave Biscuit with you to warn you if anyone comes near." She drew a breath. "You should allow me to tell your aunt you're with me."

"No."

"But--"

"I said, no. Tell no one. You don't know my family. They'll hear about it, and they'll find me and swarm down on me."

"But if your aunt is not seriously harmed--"

"How many times do I have to say it? No."

He wasn't merely stubborn. There was steel in him. She'd seen the same quality in his grandfather. She gave up. "At least let me tell her you're alive and safe."

He considered that, his struggle plain on his face. He wanted to escape from his aunt and what had happened between them, but he also didn't want to worry her. To his credit, the latter won out. "You can tell her that. But not that I'm with you."

She agreed. "Afterward, where do you want me to take you? Where were you trying to fly to, if not your home?"

"Nowhere," he admitted. "I was flying away from something, not to somewhere. But I've been thinking, and I have an idea." At her expression, he scowled. "Don't look as if you think I never had an idea in my life."

"Sorry. What's your idea?"

"If we can go east by northeast, into the mountains, there's a town where the Gifted live. Or that's the rumor, according to my mother."

"Safehold. I've heard of it, too."

"It's supposed to be hard to find."

"Impossible to find."

"Not for someone with wings."

"But flying randomly around the mountains might be risky."

"Not as risky as driving all around the Vale in a thin disguise."

He had a point. She thought it over, but she could come up with nothing better. This would make her at least a week late on her route, but she would find a way to make up the time. "We'll try to find it, then. But first we'll visit your aunt. Don't sulk."

"I'm not sulking. I just don't think that's necessary. We could always get word some other way."

He sounded so weak, and so aware of the futility of his words, she refrained from arguing. "That could take weeks. So, it's settled. West to Fordis, then northeast to the mountains."

"This is really going to ruin your schedule," he said.

He wasn't being flippant. He sounded truly regretful. She gave him a wry smile. "It's been ruined since the moment Biscuit saw you. What's a few more days?"

"And what's happened to your sense of responsibility?"

"Right now, I'm responsible for you."

The humor fled from his face. That thought hadn't struck him before. "No." He leaned toward her, speaking in earnest. "You aren't responsible for me. I'm grateful for your help, no matter how I act. And I'm going to continue to accept it, because if I go wandering around like I was when you found me, I'm going to be discovered. But you aren't responsible for me. If the disguise fails, then you act stupid. You didn't realize what I was. You just gave me a ride when I asked for it. I fooled you. Do you understand?"

"I couldn't abandon you like that."

"You can, and you will. Either promise me, or I'll walk out of here right this minute. In fact, I'll fly out of here." When she didn't speak, he said, "Promise! I don't want it on my conscience if something bad happened to you for helping me. I couldn't live with that."

One minute he was a fool, and the next, he was a princeling. "You know, you sound like your father right now."

"Shut up and promise me."

"All right. I promise. But only because I don't think anything will happen to expose you. Unless, of course, you do something stupid. In that case, I'll be happy to leave you to your fate. Do the belts hurt the wings?"

Satisfied, he accepted the change of subject cheerfully. "Not at all."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

Revenge

 

Shonwin of Kuturan wasn't expecting a heartwarming reception when he returned home, and he wasn't disappointed.

The walls of his castle looked solid from a distance, but from where he stood now he could see the decay. Moss and ivy grew unchecked between the stone blocks. Parts of the parapet had crumbled away, leaving gaps in the defenses which might have been fatal, had it not been for the relative peace since the elves departed the Vale. Not only were the gaps unrepaired, but the stones were missing, fallen from the wall to the outside of the castle and stolen in darkness by local villagers for their own building. The main gate hung unevenly, and the portcullis was rusting. Through the open gate he could see the shell of the stone tower he'd been trying to build, raised to less than six feet before he'd been forced to halt the work. The hollow walls gaped at him as if in rebuke.

The decay was becoming familiar to him, but seeing it still made his breath hiss between his teeth.

He had been brought up to be a warrior, as his parents had been. Not the type of the so-called summer warrior, whose prowess was demonstrated in tournaments, where the edge of danger was blunted by rules and by ridiculous notions of honor. Shonwin was not a swordsman, jouster, or any such specialist who won meager prizes at the tournaments and called that glory. He was a true warrior, skilled in the martial arts, including those of defense, and he was ashamed at the vulnerable state of his own castle. But there was nothing he could do to repair it. Thanks to the king, his family was poor. The domain's meager income was in the control of his mother, the lady of Kuturan, and she preferred to spend it on comforts and small luxuries.

His thoughts made him clench his fists, and his horse shifted under him nervously. He relaxed his hands and patted the thick brown neck. Redshield was a good horse, a present from the lord to whom Shonwin had once been a worthy squire. The stallion was a trained warhorse, a valued servant, and the last possession Shonwin would ever give up. His mother once suggested selling Redshield, but Shonwin's reaction had ended the discussion for good.

He rode forward through the gate. Only one sentinel was posted, he noticed, and that one armored as if he'd dressed in the dark. He stumbled forward to greet his lady's heir, so clumsy that for a moment he pointed his spear directly at Shonwin's left eye. Shonwin ignored his greeting and rode on, avoiding from long practice the places in the courtyard where cobblestones were broken or buckled up, leaving gaps dangerous to both feet and hooves. To his left, goats and a couple of milk cows wandered in a grass verge which had once been the barracks. To his right, however, the stable was still intact, even if most of it was being used for other purposes. And although the stable hand who came to take the horse into her care was young, she knew what she was doing. He left Redshield in her hands, giving her terse instructions on the stallion's care. Then he strode toward the keep, yanking off his gloves and shoving them into his belt.

He searched for his mother without taking time to wash away the dirt of the road or get what paltry refreshment the kitchen could provide. He had important news, too urgent to attend to social niceties.

As he expected, he found her in her solar. There, as in no other room in the keep, some traces of the luxury of their previous life remained. A broad sofa, the velvet cover worn thin in places; silk pillows; damask curtains tied open to let the sunlight illuminate the room; a fabulously carved work table with two legs badly repaired; woven carpets which had once been bright with color. His mother stood by a window, and he thought she looked like one of her faded relics. She was tall and had once been strong, a famed warrior and a ruthless lord. Now she dressed in much-mended gowns of silk instead of armor, and her body, bereft of constant exercise, was sagging as badly as the sofa.

She turned to greet him with a curt nod. She was dark, like him, and he had inherited her intense dark eyes. From his dead father, a man the castle and its lady had almost forgotten, his inheritance was only his broad shoulders and square, long-fingered hands. But while she had allowed her body to sink into a lethargy, his mother's mind was still sharp. Her eyes narrowed. "You bring news."

"Good news."

She read his face and clutched the back of the sofa, leaning toward him. Her voice was eager, greedy, and malicious. "About Sefal?"

"Yes."

His own tone was insolent, and he used no honorific when addressing her, something she hated. He saw her consider correcting him, but she was too much in a hurry to hear his news to bother with arguing with him. "Tell me. Tell me you have some way to break him."

He dropped onto the sofa and put his feet on the work table, pushing aside the papers spread across its surface. "Let me remind you Sefal is our king. It's beyond our power to break him. However," he smiled, "I now know a way to hurt him. Deeply."

She slid onto the couch at the opposite end, her eyes never leaving his face. "How? There are only two things he cares about, power and his family." Her expression changed, and a smile creased her lips. "His family. You found a weakness."

"A great one. One from which he may never recover, neither his peace of mind, nor his reputation."

Lady Winika clapped her hands like a miser who's opened his treasure room. "Perfect! Don't just sit there, tell me!"

"I have discovered one of his beloved grandchildren is Gifted."

She sat back, eyes stormy. "That is well known. The witch Celia's brood--"

"Not one of his adopted grandchildren. In the direct line. Prince Falin's son, Arlin."

She crowed, gleeful, her lips pulling away from her teeth. "The forgotten prince. Sefal's always had a soft spot for that useless boy. How can we expose him?"

He chuckled. "That will be the least of our tasks. The boy has wings."

"What do you mean, wings?" she snapped.

"He has wings like a swan's, white, growing out of his back. They're huge. He can fly, but he can't hide those wings."

"The witch Celia can hide them."

"She has to find him first. The prince and the witch had a falling out. He beat her nearly senseless, then flew off."

"Where did you hear this? Who knows?"

"I doubt anyone does, at least not yet. I saw him before I heard of it. He was flying past, obviously fleeing from something. I knew he was in the area, visiting his aunt, so even at a distance I recognized him. Afterward, I listened to local gossip and learned about his aunt being injured, and I deduced the rest." He frowned. "I loosed an arrow at him as he flew over, but he was out of range."

"Just as well. I don't want him dead. I want him to be our prisoner." She hugged herself in the excess of her passion. "I want to torment him. And most of all, I want Sefal worrying about him, unable to find him, while we have him. Then, when I think he's suffered enough, I want to display the boy in a cage, wings and all, so everyone will know why our king has been so soft toward the Gifted. Oh, Shon, my darling boy, tell me you can make my wish come true."

"Probably," he said, keeping his voice casual. His wishes were the same as hers, but he had the self-discipline not to gloat aloud. "I doubt many people know in which direction he flew, and he isn't stupid enough to parade around with those wings on his back. He's gone into hiding, I'm sure of it. And I'm the only person who knows where to start looking for him."

"Don't underestimate Sefal. He'll send searchers, dozens of them."

"Unlikely. What will he tell them? Find my grandson. My grandson the freak, with the huge white wings. No, the search will be limited to a very few people, and only those in the family. Probably Falin, Zira, and their two oldest brats, and perhaps Prince Tilal." He looked around. "I'm dry. Can I at least get some ale?"

"In a moment, I'll send for it."

"If you can find a servant." They had so few, the castle seemed to swallow them all into oblivion for hours at a time.

"If I can't, I'll fetch it for you myself. Stop worrying about drink. We must plan."

"I assume you don't want me to kill him?"

"Not unless it looks as if he's going to get away from you. Our first, most important goal is to expose him. But the ideal, the perfect plan will be to bring him here, in secret, in chains. Can you do that?"

"I can only try."

"Promise me!"

"Don't be foolish. How can I promise a victory when I haven't even surveyed the battlefield?"

"But you'll do your best?"

He showed his teeth. "It will be the only thing on my mind, my sole ambition. If someone hasn't already found him, then I will. And he's only a boy, not even an adult. I can't see him getting away from me. No, Mother, no promises, except I will do whatever I can. But you might want to prepare a room for our expected guest."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

The news reaches the king

 

King Sefal was arbitrating a border dispute between three of his nobles. All three were belligerent and stubborn. The Battle of the Rohnne Valley, and the subsequent loss of elven manipulation, reduced warfare in the Vale but didn't end it. Only eliminating certain characteristics in human nature, such as greed, would accomplish that. Sefal had no such high ambition, even with his crown. He was practical. But he was determined to stamp out as much of it as he could.

The tiny valley in dispute was tenanted by shepherds. One of them found gold in a stream and was foolish enough to announce his find. War came to the sheepfolds from three sides, devastating to the shepherds, who lost half their flocks and then fled deep into the hills to save the rest.

Sefal interviewed the three nobles involved. Given a good wine and the privilege of a private, friendly chat with a king who was apparently sympathetic to their cause, they opened their minds to him. His primary consideration was for the shepherds, but he concealed it. He talked to each of them about mining and taxes. But he worked the shepherds into the conversation. One lord was dismissive, saying, "Oh, they are doing well where they are. Naturally they can return, if they want, and I'll see to it they're protected." Another was clever, knowing Sefal's position was often in favor of the poorest of his people, and he outlined a plan where the shepherds would be compensated for their losses and provided with generous new lands to graze. The third had given the shepherds no thought, but on Sefal mentioning them, she stopped speaking, admitted to being ignorant, and asked his advice. When he told her to suggest something, she hesitantly admitted the valley would never be the same haven for the shepherds that it had once been, but mining operations could be kept from interference with the herds as much as possible. She gave him an example--the road built to the mine could skirt the edge of the valley, rather than cutting directly through, across the grazing land. The clincher had been when she added, "I don't know what else I can think of, but I do know if I were thrown out of my keep, I'd want it back again just as I'd left it."

His Council had agreed to his decision to choose her. Now Sefal announced it in open court, and he was still enjoying the suppressed furor when a courier was shown into the hall. The man was drooping with fatigue and filthy with the dirt of fast travel. Sefal tensed.

Sefal's chamberlain left the man at the door and came directly to Sefal, holding a letter. "For you, Your Majesty, from Prince Falin."

Sefal took the letter, keeping his face calm. "Clear the room. And see the courier is properly attended to."

In minutes, he was alone. He broke the seal and read.

The content was bad enough--Arlin had run away from home and disappeared--but it also said Lady Zira would be closely following the letter to request his aid. Sefal frowned down at Falin's hasty scrawl, trying to understand why his son, normally a capable man, needed royal help to find a runaway sixteen-year-old boy.

The first of his family to arrive, however, wasn't Zira, but the bard Winthil, husband of Celia, the powerful witch Sefal considered as much his own daughter as he did the Princess Nenlea. Win was shown into Sefal's library a few hours after the letter had come, and he looked as travel-worn as the courier.

Sefal and Win had an uneasy relationship, but one look at his face brought Sefal out of his chair, sure now there was more to the situation than a runaway boy. "Sit down," he commanded Win, then shoved him into the nearest chair. To his chamberlain, who brought all visitors to him, even family, Sefal said, "Send up food and water, and have a room prepared. And see we are not disturbed."

As the door closed behind the chamberlain, Win muttered, "You are so efficient."

Sefal sat opposite him. "Tell me what's brought you here."

"Direct to the point, as always. Do you want the long version, or the short?"

Win was a bard. The long version could take an hour. "Short."

The short version, from a man so distressed, was too short even for Sefal's quick mind. Win said, "Arlin is Gifted. He grew a pair of wings from his back, beat Celia and injured her, then flew away. And no one knows where he is now."

Sefal stared at him, trying to comprehend what the string of words meant. Was Win hallucinating? But Win, for all his faults, was as sane a man as any. "You had better give me the long version. After you have something to eat and drink."

"I'm all right." Win scrubbed his face with one hand, making his features even dirtier.

Sefal arranged his mental priorities. "Is Celia badly hurt?"

"She's bumped and bruised, but she's sustained no lasting injury, at least not according to the healer."

"Why would Arlin strike her? The boy's never been violent."

"I don't suppose I could prevail upon you to stop asking questions and allow me to tell you everything in a coherent fashion? I appreciate your concern for my wife, but she's the one who forced me to leave her and come to you."

"Continue then. From the beginning."

Win leaned back in the chair and stretched out his long legs, a sure sign fatigue was mastering his artistic nature. When he spoke, it was as an ordinary man, not a bard. "Arlin was visiting us. He does that often, you know."

Sefal nodded. Arlin and Celia had always gotten along well.

"Celia's been worried about him because his adulthood is only a few months away. She has always believed he has a powerful Gift, and this past year, she's been urging him to discover what it is. He's denied the possibility, vigorously. She's always let the subject drop, but on this last visit, she felt an urgent need to convince him. She feared his Gift might manifest soon, and if he was unprepared and unwilling to accept it, it might prove dangerous."

"Apparently she was right. As usual."

"She was. She tried hard not to push him. But they might as well have been two rams butting heads. She kept bringing the subject up. She found some magical means which might help him. But he was adamant he was not Gifted." Win frowned. "Your family tends to be both short-tempered and excessively stubborn."

"Every family has its curses," Sefal agreed. He gestured for Win to continue.

For a moment, Win was silent. At last he said, "I was there, and I still can't believe what I saw. They were arguing. Celia was lecturing, you know how she does. And Arlin flared up. He lost his temper and started yelling at her, directly into her face. Then his clothes ripped open in the back, and two wings spread out behind him. Beautiful wings, pure white, and nearly as long as he is tall. The wings were like an expression of Arlin's anger," he mused. He never lost all of his bardic art. "He would never hit her, nor anyone, not deliberately. So I think the wings weren't entirely in his control. They swept forward--so fast--and struck at Celia, knocking her down. She hit her head on the hearth when she fell. I was terrified she was dead." His voice had wavered, but he mastered it again. "But she was only stunned. When she opened her eyes, the first thing she said was, 'Where is Arlin?' I looked around, and the boy was gone. I ran outside and saw him. He was flying, really flying, like a bird. He was wobbling and unsteady, but he was airborne. I would have stood there watching him until he went out of sight, but I was worried about Celia."

"That was proper. Did you see which way he went?"

"East. That's the best I can say."

A discreet knock on the door preceded the chamberlain with a servant and a tray laden with food and ale. The servant set the tray on the small table between Sefal and Win, then bowed her way out of the room, followed by the chamberlain. The door shut, and they were alone again. Sefal gave Win time to consume half a loaf of bread, a wedge of cheese, a slab of cold beef, and a full flagon of ale. When the bard slowed down enough to refill his flagon from the pitcher, Sefal said, "I imagine the delay in sending me news was because of the need to take care of Celia and inform Kapath?"

Win nodded. "Once the healer confirmed Celia had only some severe bruising, she sent me away to tell Falin. Falin and Zira wanted to send out search
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