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      There is a lot of enthusiastic, consensual sex in this book between two men in love. It gets pretty graphic, so if that’s not your thing, maybe this book isn’t for you.

      

      There are also scenes of sexual harassment, dubious consent, and sexual assault (this does not happen between our main characters, who are sweet and gentle with each other). These scenes are not meant to be titillating; they’re terrible and that’s how they should be viewed.

      

      There are scenes of violence, which include broken bones, blood, and death-by-thrown-knife.

      

      There is a lot of swearing, including (especially) the f-word. Kiernan swears a lot, sorry.

      

      And, finally, there is no happily ever after – yet. This is book one, and it ends with our heroes in an okay place, but there is more to come. I promise there will be a happily ever after for Kier and Fionn before the series finishes.

      

      If I’ve missed anything you think should have had a warning attached, please do let me know. You can always reach me by email at nicolesilver@nicolesilverbooks.com.
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      Very little ever changed in the Abbey of the Moon. It was something I could count on, like I could count on the sun rising in the morning or the Abbess being disappointed in me.

      Like I could count on my visions being useless, showing me only episodes in the life of some fey boy I didn’t know and whom the Abbess said I would likely never meet.

      The only things that changed were the things that changed everywhere. The weather might be fair and bright, or it might bring a soaking downpour. The roster of novices shifted, new girls arriving one month and others departing in tears the next. But for me, life changed very little.

      And the Abbey itself was always the same. It squatted disapprovingly on its hill, overlooking the fields and gardens that clustered at the base of its walls, and the forest beyond. It was square gray stone with a tower at each corner and one in the middle that only the Abbess was allowed inside. It smelled musty in some places, mildewy in others, and damp and soapy in the bathhouse and laundry.

      The sisters also did not change, or at least not much and not often. There were nine senior sisters, all under a vow of silence, each ruling over three junior sisters, under a vow to never look upon a male body, who in turn held sway over a varying number of novices who took both vows to prove their worthiness to dwell under that grim roof.

      And over all of them was the Abbess. She was as stern and gray as the Abbey itself, but required neither to keep silent, nor to avoid looking at men, because otherwise she would have been unable to negotiate with outsiders for wages for the work the Abbey took in or prices for the produce it grew.

      And then there was me. I was, quite literally, the odd man out. I was Vogel – bird folk – to begin with, in an abbey of Alfar. I leaned toward animism in a place devoted to a demanding goddess. And I was a seer among those who were not even allowed the most basic of magics.

      And most of all, I was a man in a stronghold of women. Granted, we bird folk don’t have any obvious external sexual characteristics, so I could have walked naked among the sisters and not aroused any scandal or lust. Those sisters sworn to never look upon a male body were unaware that they broke their vow nearly every day, because under my shapeless clothing, my functional male parts were tucked neatly inside my body, to be revealed only when called into action.

      Or when I thought too much about how nice it would feel to be touched in kindness; in the Abbey physical contact was only for punishment.

      Or when I looked at the handsome, and very naked, young man on a cot in my infirmary, as I was that afternoon.

      Fortunately, my tunic covered me from neck to knee, and my loose trousers from waist to ankle, leaving only my feet and back bare to allow my claws and my wings and my tail freedom to move. Also fortunately, I had very strong belly muscles and could clamp my sheath closed, holding my erection in until it was so painful I could have screamed.

      It helped, too, that the naked man was unconscious. It seemed very wrong to think wicked thoughts about someone who couldn’t consent to being ogled.

      So I ignored my discomfort as best I could and focused on my patient. The sisters hadn’t told me how the young man had come to be in the Abbey, where only women – and one Vogel man – were allowed. They had only told me the young fey – Sidhe to judge by his pointed ears and delicate antlers – was in need of healing.

      And that he was not to be allowed to leave my tower.

      I knew the Abbey’s wards prevented the use of magic, kept out intruders, but I didn’t know how they did so, or what would happen if someone tried to get in, as I supposed this man had done. But I did know him. I had never met him, of course; I had never met anyone besides the sisters and the novices. But he was the fey boy I’d been having visions of – entirely useless visions, as far as I could tell – my whole life, the young man the Abbess had told me I would never meet. So, the source of the pressure in my belly wasn’t just that I was looking at a very attractive young man, though he was that. It was that in some of those visions, including the most recent, I and this young fey had been… intimate.

      Toe-curling, throat-scraping, back-arching intimate.

      Those visions I had not reported to the Abbess, as I had never reported any of the times I had seen myself with him. I didn’t know why I had always left myself out of my reports to her; I only knew those visions felt private, and I had never wanted to share them. So, I had not blurted out that this fey was the one I’d been having visions of for as long as I could remember. That I knew what he had looked like as a boy, as a youth, and as a man. That I knew what kind of clothes he usually wore, and what he liked to eat. And I knew what he looked like laughing, and crying, and in the throes of intense pleasure. My possible future relationship with him was a secret, and though I had been brought up by the Abbess to never keep secrets, that one I had always chosen to hide.

      So, I had said nothing when four junior sisters carried the young man into my infirmary, their eyes bound with dark cloth so they couldn’t accidentally look upon his very obviously male body. Because even clothed he was incredibly masculine.

      “What happened?” I had dared to ask the Abbess, when the sisters had deposited the man on the cot and retreated back the way they’d come. I preferred not to draw the Abbess’s attention at all if I could avoid it, but she was there in my infirmary and if I was to treat this man, I needed some clues, at least.

      She had looked down her long nose at me and narrowed her cold gray eyes. She was the only person I knew who could look down on someone while actually looking up, because I was tall and thin, as I was told all Vogel were. Of course, the only bird folk I had actually seen was myself, reflected uncertainly in a basin of wash water.

      “He ran afoul of the Abbey wards,” the Abbess had said, her voice emotionless as always. Somehow, no matter what the subject or the words she used, she always made me feel insignificant. So I didn’t ask for more details, nor did I ask what the man was doing to have run into the magic that protected the Abbey from intrusion.

      “He will wake in pain,” said the Abbess, and I snuck a glance at her face, and thought I detected a look of satisfaction there, behind the emotionless mask. I looked carefully away.

      “He may be blind,” she added. “He is lucky to be alive at all.” She had stared at me, as if daring me to ask more, or to confess my deepest thoughts.

      I knew better than to do either, and she stepped past me to the door. “He is not to leave this tower,” she said.

      “Yes, Abbess,” I murmured, keeping my eyes down.

      “This door will be locked. I will have food sent at mealtimes. A novice will come to empty your chamberpot.”

      “Yes, Abbess.” My voice didn’t change, but I felt dismay wash over me. I seldom left my tower, but I liked to have the option, to be able to visit the bathhouse, or the latrine – how I hated using a chamberpot – or the small kitchen garden in the courtyard.

      “When he can walk, you will be allowed to take him to the bathhouse. After dark, when the sisters are asleep. In the meantime, you will have water and soap.”

      “Yes, Abbess.” I had clasped my hands in front of me and bowed, and the Abbess sniffed and swept from the room. The sound of the lock snapping to had echoed in my head like a slap to the ear.

      And then I was left to my own thoughts. My forbidden, lustful thoughts that I couldn’t seem to keep from creeping to the front of my mind. I had managed to push them aside while I wrestled the young fey out of his filthy clothes and examined him for injuries. I found nothing obvious, only a green leafy tattoo around one wrist and something that looked like an archaic symbol for the head of a stag just above the cleft of his buttocks. His perfect, muscular buttocks.

      But when I had stepped away to fetch a candle, to see how my patient’s eyes would react to light, I had turned back to look at the man from across the room, and I felt my breath rush out and I could only stare.

      This scene, this exact present moment, I had seen in a vision. The young man, mysteriously injured, naked, unconscious. It hadn’t been an erotic vision, and the situation shouldn’t have been arousing, but seeing him there, bronze skin gleaming, every muscle looking like it had been brought into being by a divine sculptor, I couldn’t help the stirring beneath my belly muscles, deep in my sheath where my erection was growing, threatening to push its way out.

      I shook my head sharply. I didn’t know this man. Not really, no matter how much it felt like I did. And just because I’d seen him in my visions, over and over again, didn’t mean…

      But truth be told, I had no idea what the visions did or didn’t mean. Because even though the Abbess had given me mindfulness exercises, meditation techniques, and breathing patterns she said would hone my abilities, I really knew nothing about being a seer.

      Even the Abbey library was little help and could only tell me about some famous seers who had once existed. There was no information on how to be a seer.

      So, I clenched my belly muscles harder, straightened my spine, and brought the candle over to my patient, who didn’t stir, even when I pried one of his eyes open. Only the regular rise and fall of his chest told me he was even alive.

      “Well, that’s not good,” I said softly, when the man’s pupil didn’t contract when I brought the lit candle closer. The other eye produced the same non-reaction. I hoped it was only damage to the eyes and not something worse, because eyes would often recover where brains seldom did. At least both his pupils were the same size.

      There was little else I could figure out until the man woke, so I took the pail of warm water the sisters had brought from the bathhouse, and the soap and washcloth, and bathed the young man as best I could, pretending he was any other patient I might have tended in my years at the Abbey. I made myself focus on the cloth and the water, and not the smooth skin I was cleaning with it, and I refused to let myself remember my most recent vision, that had seemed to last hours and left me with a large wet patch on the inside of my trousers.

      When the young man was as washed as I could manage, I wrestled a clean tunic onto him, almost dropping the unconscious fey to the floor more than once. He was heavier that he looked, all solid muscle despite his small size. I covered him with a blanket, wound a bandage over his eyes so the dim daylight filtering through the tower windows wouldn’t damage them further, and retreated across the room to a tall wooden stool and my basket of silk for spinning. I took up my drop spindle and waited.
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        * * *

      

      I had worked my way through a good portion of the basket of deep gold cloud silk, spinning and winding a shiny, soft, improbably thin thread, before the young man on the cot stirred.

      I set aside my work and hurried to my patient, but he only mumbled something about burning light – a reference, perhaps, to what had happened when he clashed with the Abbey’s wards – and turned his head the other way on the pillow. He did not wake.

      I bit my lip and looked more closely at the young man’s face. I had been afraid, really, to see him properly, in case I was wrong and this wasn’t the man from my visions after all. Or in case it was. I wanted so badly for it to be the same young man, but I was also afraid of it. I wasn’t sure if I wanted the change the fey brought or if I wanted to retreat to the sameness of Abbey life.

      The fey stirred my thoughts like a hurricane, leaving a whirlwind of wants, of wishes and longings that I had always before been able to ignore. I had always told myself I loved the peace and the solitude the Abbey gave me. The predictability. But now, locked into my own tower, a place that had always been my refuge, I began to wonder if I had always been a prisoner. I had always known that the magical wards that cocooned the Abbey of the Moon were as much about keeping the sisters and the novices in as they were for keeping intruders out. I had just never considered how that applied to me. I had never been able to simply leave, but now it wasn’t just one more thing I could ignore to get through the day, the nineday, the moon, the year. My life.

      I tried to force my thoughts back to pleasant things, to the contentment brought by spinning the finest-quality thread and yarn of anyone in the Abbey, or the joy when the herbs I harvested and prepared brought health to a patient. Or the soft gleam of the young fey’s curly dark hair. I took a cloth from the table and wetted it, wiped sweat from my patient’s brow, and dared to tuck curls of hair away from the young man’s face, to untangle them from the small antlers that sprouted from his forehead.

      Curious, unable to help myself, I dared also to run my fingers over one of those antlers, to trace its solid, not-quite-smooth shape. It felt nice.

      The fey stirred on the cot, pulled in a noisy breath, and moaned quietly.

      I snatched my hand away and the young man quieted, turning his head on the pillow again.

      “I wonder who you are,” I said softly. Spending so much time alone, I tended to talk to myself a lot. “And what you were doing trying to get into this place.” I frowned and put the damp cloth back on the table. “Not many come here on purpose,” I said. “Usually they’re sent here.” I bent and picked up the man’s dirty clothes from the floor and carried them to the hamper against the wall.

      “Because they’ve misbehaved.” I tossed the clothes in after emptying the pockets – only a few coins and an ornate key. “Or because they’ve one child too many for their family to feed.”

      I bent again, picked up the well-made and well-worn boots, and set them next to the door, tucked the leather arm guards into their tops, and then tried to decide what to do with the belt, the sword, the matched pair of knives. I had never seen such weapons in real life before, and they fascinated me.

      The young man made a noise in his throat again, a restless sound, but didn’t stir.

      I hefted the sword, drew it a few inches from its sheath – as if I even knew what to do with a sword – and slid it back. I looked around, as if a good place to store it would appear among my cabinets. None of the familiar furniture had big enough cupboards or drawers; they were meant for holding herbs and roots, jars and muslin bags. The only blades they could contain were small ones for harvesting mushrooms or chopping dried plants.

      I glanced at the door out of the tower. It had a small window with the curtain drawn over it for privacy and to keep the sisters from spying my patient by accident. Then I looked at the door at the top of the open staircase that rose against the curved outer wall.

      “Stay here,” I said to my charge, even though the young man couldn’t hear me, and was unlikely to be capable of going anywhere even if he could, if the Abbess’s evaluation of his likely pain was correct. Then I headed for the stairs and up.

      The door led to the next floor in the tower and my sitting room. There was a low couch in front of the fireplace, a bookshelf that didn’t have nearly enough books on it, and a big table, curved to fit against the wall, that held my small loom and an assortment of yarns and threads on big spools. A partly woven cloth in shades of blue webbed the loom.

      I frowned, looking around my room, shook my head, and continued up another stairway to another door, another floor of the tower, my bedroom. I had a large bed and a small wardrobe, a desk, and a chair.

      “The wardrobe?” I muttered to myself. “Or under the bed?” I looked from one to the other, examined the sword in my hand, then dropped to my knees and slid the sword, the knives, and the arrangement of leather straps that would attach the whole thing to its wearer into the narrow gap between bedframe and floor.

      I stood up and resisted the urge to lie on my bed, to sleep and forget the beautiful young man in the infirmary downstairs. Or, more likely, to be unable to sleep because of the young man in the infirmary downstairs, and to succumb to the temptation to think about him, to touch myself and find at least some release from the pressure under my belly muscles.

      I also resisted the urge to climb one last stairway to the roof of my tower. It was my one true refuge, that roof, the only place I felt I could really escape the eyes of the sisters, of the Abbess, and I only ever went there after dark, when the rest of the Abbey slept. When I could lie on my back and stare at the dark sky and the stars, and pretend I could fly, that my stunted wings weren’t as useless as my visions.

      “Dammit,” I said, feeling a childish thrill at the swear word. I wasn’t even supposed to know swear words, let alone pronounce them out loud. It felt good, that small bit of defiance, like it could get me through the rest of the day without falling into the despair that was becoming more and more common the older I got.

      I would be thirty-three on the solstice, only a few sunrises away. For bird folk, and fey, and most of the other non-human peoples of the Isle, thirty-three was the age of majority, the end of youth and the very beginning of adulthood.

      I did not feel very much like an adult. I had grown up sheltered, unexposed to anything a normal child would experience, and as a result, I felt like I would be treated as a child forever. I frowned again, shook my head, and turned for the stairs – the steps down, not the ones to the roof.

      The young man on the cot had pushed the blanket off and the tunic had slipped up to expose his muscular thighs. Any higher and it would have exposed a lot more.

      I had to force my breathing to remain even, and gently tugged the garment back down, trying not to imagine what the young man’s skin would feel like under my hand. Trying not to remember that, thanks to my visions, I already knew what that strong leg would feel like under my palm. I spread the blanket back over the young man and dared, again, to push hair from his face. It was soft, that hair, curling darkly around his ears – the ear uppermost had a deep nick out of it, two gold rings, and three gold studs. A matching stud protruded beneath the young man’s full lower lip. His dark hair tangled with the base of his antlers and curled down the back of his neck. It looked like it had once been short, I had seen it shorter, but had grown out, unruly. I wanted to bury both hands in it, to lean over and inhale its scent.

      I clenched my jaw and only stroked the hair lightly back from his cheek.

      He had a strong face, the young man. High, sharp cheekbones, curvy lips, a strong chin edged with soft dark hair that matched that on his head but wasn’t quite enough to be called a beard. I wished I could see the young man’s eyes. They were green, I knew, green so intense it looked unlikely against his skin. Both eyes were ringed with green, too, like makeup, except it didn’t wash off. A tattoo, maybe, like the curly branch and leaf on his left wrist, or the stag on his lower back.

      I felt a flush rise up my neck and turned away. The pink would show up like a fire beacon on my fair skin, and even though the bandages would hide me should the young man wake, I felt suddenly shy. What would I say to this person I knew, yet didn’t know?

      But, “I wish you would wake up,” I said, though I was terrified of that very thing. I turned to look at my charge again. “I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s wrong with you.”

      I sighed and went to one of the cabinets along the tower’s only flat wall – the one that joined it to the rest of the Abbey. At least I could prepare something for pain, something to give the young man when he woke. I selected jars and carried them to the nearby table, crushed herbs, mixed them and poured them into a bag of loosely-woven linen. Then I fetched water from the pails the novices had left by the door, filled the kettle, and put it on its hook in the fireplace, and built a small, hot stick fire under it.

      I was just pouring the hot water over the bag of herbs when my patient stirred again, moaned, and said, “I feel like I just rolled out from under a stampede of swamp deer,” in Islish.

      I whirled around, almost spilling the kettle in my haste. “You’re awake!”

      “No,” he said. “I’m pretty sure I’m dead.” He shifted on the cot. “Though I never imagined being dead would hurt so much.”
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      I opened my eyes but couldn’t see. Was it night? It didn’t feel like night, didn’t smell like night.

      It smelled like stone, and herbs, and a small hot fire; like sweat, and something pleasant, musky and a little sweet. I reached up to touch my eyes and found the source of the darkness: there was a bandage wrapped around my face.

      “No!” said a voice. “Don’t take it off. Your eyes were damaged. They need darkness to heal.”

      The voice was as pleasant and sweet as the unidentified smell. It was somewhere in the mid-range, and a little husky, so I couldn’t tell if the speaker was male or female, both or neither.

      “Where am I?” I said, my voice coming out hoarse.

      “Here, drink this,” said the nice voice, and I felt a hand behind my head lifting it up, and a cup pressed to my lips.

      “What is it?” I got out before hot liquid lapped against my mouth and I had to sip or else let it spill down my front. It tasted sharp and bitter, but not unpleasantly so.

      “It will help with the pain,” my unseen companion said. “Drink all of it, or it won’t be as effective.”

      I obeyed, reaching up to grasp the cup and covering the other person’s hand in the process. Their fingers were cool in comparison to the heat of the ceramic vessel and its contents, their skin soft and smooth. I traced one finger with my own, discovered it was tipped in a long nail or claw. That told me nothing, really, except that the person was probably not human, though even that was not certain; some humans grew very long fingernails.

      When I finished the drink, I asked again, “Where am I?” This time, my voice sounded more like it should.

      “This is the Abbey of the Moon,” the voice said. “Do you remember how you got here?”

      “I don’t even know where here is.” I frowned. Something in the name was familiar, though I couldn’t say what. The other person seemed nervous, and I thought a joke might put them at ease, but the only jokes I could think of were inappropriate for polite company, and I didn’t know, yet, what sort of company the other person was. And since my life seemed to be in the other’s hands, it was best not to make a bad impression.

      “It’s in Aven,” the voice said. “A half day or so from the coast, depending on how you travel.”

      “Fuck.” The Monarchy of Aven was not home. It was not anywhere near home, whether I was counting mother’s monarchy or father’s stronghold by that name. “I wish I could remember what I was doing here.”

      “What do you remember?” The voice had moved away and I could hear the sound of a ceramic cup set down on a wood surface, a soft clicking as the person moved, as if they had nails in the soles of their boots or long claws that tapped the floor with each step.

      “I don’t know you. I don’t know why I’m here. Why should I trust you?” The words were pointed, but I said them with a smile, demanding, but still trying to be friendly.

      The sound of shifting fabric, a creak of wood like a stool being sat on, something soft and soothing and repetitive that I couldn’t identify. I had been trained to move in utter dark and wasn’t bothered by the lack of sight – if I didn’t think about it too hard – but this was an environment I didn’t know, full of unfamiliar things.

      “What’s that sound?” I said. It stopped as soon as I mentioned it.

      “Which sound?” It started again.

      “That one.”

      “I’m spinning,” the voice said. “If you can hear that, then we needn’t worry that your ears were damaged. I can barely hear it and it’s in my hands.” There was a soft noise, like a chuckle from someone not used to laughing, and I liked the sound of it. “Or not in my hands, as it’s currently hanging by a thread of cloud silk.”

      “Fuck,” I said, but not with any force behind it. I touched the bandage over my eyes, but didn’t try to remove it, even though I desperately wanted to. I did want to keep my vision more than I wanted to see the person I was talking to, who had such a sweet voice and soft touch.

      “I remember being in the forest,” I said. “My stag wouldn’t leave the shelter of the trees, so I had to leave him there. No doubt he’s gone to try to find his way back to my mother’s court.” I scowled, but hid it behind my hand, pretending to scratch my nose. The other was such a comfortable presence that I forgot myself and almost gave too much away.

      “The court my mother attends,” I amended. It was a lie, but if my instincts were wrong and I couldn’t trust the kind-voiced person who had given me a very effective tea for pain, then it wouldn’t do to have them know who my mother was.

      “You ride a stag?” my companion asked, wonder in their voice. “The fey I’ve seen from the wall ride horses.”

      “They would be Alfar, if we’re in Aven. The Alfar love their horses.”

      “You’re not from Aven, then,” the voice said.

      “Obviously.” I smiled to take the sting from my reply. Who in the Nine Monarchies wouldn’t know the moment they laid eyes on me, saw my coloring, my clothes, my antlers? “I’m Sidhe.” Then I scowled again but didn’t hide it. “Half Sidhe, technically. My father is human.”

      “I don’t know very much about the world outside the Abbey.” Was that embarrassment in their tone? I felt a little bad, then, for being unkind. “And what I do know comes from books in the Abbey library, most of which are at least a hundred years out of date as far as currents events go.”

      I turned towards the voice again, curious about the mild self-scorn I heard. “I remember leaving the woods,” I said, when my companion didn’t volunteer anything further. “I crossed some fields, gardens. Then the stone wall. There was a huge gate, with a smaller one to the side. And then a flash of light. And I was here. And blind, apparently.” There had been pain, too, much worse than I’d woken up with, pain that felt how I imagined being hit by a lightning bolt would feel.

      “The sisters didn’t tell me how they came to find you, nor did the Abbess inform me why she let you stay, why she had you brought to me for healing.”

      “The sisters? You’re not one of them, then?”

      “I am not.” The voice sounded amused, but I couldn’t work out why.

      “A novice?”

      “No.” The faint sound of spinning stopped.

      “Then why are you here, in an abbey, if you’re neither?”

      “I’m a seer,” they said, as if that explained everything. “I’ve been trained to heal, and to control my visions, though I don’t see much of use to anyone, it seems.”

      I really wished I could see the other, read their expression. Everything they said just confused me more. Why would a seer be hidden away in a religious abbey instead of training under another seer? So I said, “I’ve never heard of a seer being sent to an abbey to train. Not even to a moon abbey.”

      “How should I have been trained, then?” The voice seemed skeptical that I could know what I was talking about, but there was a hint of uncertainty there, too.

      “I haven’t met a lot of seers,” I said. “But I’ve always understood that they’re taken to a more experienced seer once the visions start. Their families usually have someone lined up soon after they’re born. Once they’re trained enough to continue on their own, most seers serve their monarch, though a few become ambassadors, and some of the less talented may return to their home cities and serve there.”

      “Oh,” said the voice. This time, there was nothing in it to read.

      “What color are your eyes?” I asked. If this person really was a seer, I already knew the answer. If it was the wrong answer, then either my companion had been deceived their whole life, or else they were trying to trick me.

      “Silver, of course,” the other said. “I’m all silver. Silver hair, silver… well, everything.”

      “Skin, too?” I teased, wondering what that would look like.

      “No.” They laughed, but it was tentative, like they were still thinking though what I had told them. “I’m pale, but not that pale.”

      “You sound lovely,” I said, then realized that kind of remark might not be welcome, and I couldn’t see their reaction to be able to tell. I cleared my throat. “How long have you been here?” I shifted on the cot, trying to find a more comfortable position. The tea had helped a lot, but there was still deep ache in every bone and muscle.

      “My whole life,” said the voice. “I was born here.” There was something in their tone. Regret, maybe, or longing. “I’ve never been outside the Abbey walls.”

      Loneliness, I realized. It was loneliness I was hearing. Something deep in my belly made me want to make this person feel better, to reach out and comfort them. Something that felt like a connection, as impossible as that was.

      “It must be peaceful,” I said, searching for something good to take the edge of sadness away.

      “If you consider routine peaceful,” said the voice. They sighed, a soft and fleeting sound. “Perhaps, if the Abbess was kinder, the sisters less distant, it might be a pleasant life.”

      “How old are you?” I couldn’t have begun to guess, other than adult, probably, and young, definitely.

      “Thirty-three come midsummer.” A shifting of clothing as they moved on their seat. “How old are you?”

      I knew better than to trust someone I’d just met – fuck, I knew better than to trust my own kin – but I very much wanted to trust his person, and not just because they seemed lonely and isolated.

      “Thirty-six.” I grinned, knowing the effect would be cheeky and not a little cocky. “Past my majority, but not by much.”

      The other laughed, soft and pleasant, but melancholy.

      “What’s your name?” they asked.

      Being half-human, I could lie, where a full Sidhe could not – no fey could lie outright – which was a fact my royal mother took frequent advantage of when sending me on errands. But I despised lying on principle, even the sort of deception my fey relatives could use to get around their compulsive truth-telling. I also knew it could be dangerous to be too open. I might be right, and this young healer might be trustworthy, but they might also be accustomed to reporting everything to their Abbess. So I gave only most of my name, the version of it I used those few and fleeting times I escaped Mother’s court.

      “Kiernan Druison,” I said.

      “Kiernan,” the other repeated.

      I liked the way their voice made my name sound. Impulsively, I added, “You can call me Kier, if you like.”

      “Kier.” I could almost hear the smile in the other’s voice, and I smiled back. “I’m Branfionn,” they said.

      “No surname?”

      “Not that I’ve ever been informed of.”

      “Branfionn nor Aven, then.”

      “I don’t know what that means.” They sounded embarrassed.

      “Your name, Branfionn, is Sidhe,” I said. “And nor Aven means ‘of Aven’ because that’s where you were born.”

      “Oh,” they said, the embarrassment replaced by something that might be delight. Again, I wished I could see my companion’s face. “My name is Sidhe?”

      “It is. You didn’t know? You’re not Sidhe, then?”

      “No,” they said. “It’s the name I was given. By the Abbess, I suppose, but she’s Alfar.”

      “Odd.” I added that small mystery to the others surrounding this young seer-healer. I pushed it aside and said, “Can I call you Bran? For short?”

      “I… no,” said Branfionn. “But you can call me Fionn.”

      I smiled. “If you’re as silver as you say you are, the name suits you. It means ‘pale’ or ‘white’.”

      They laughed and I smiled wider, though I didn’t really know why. I just couldn’t help responding to their delight.

      “I am very pale,” Fionn said.

      “Are your eyes truly silver? Or only very light? Our seer in Morven Forest has eyes that gleam like coins in the sun.”

      “I don’t have a mirror,” said Fionn. “But I’m told they truly are silver, yes.”

      “I wish I could see them. Our seer used to tease me, when I was a boy, for staring at her eyes. I used to ask her how I could make mine look like that.” I remembered, then, what state my eyes were in, and touched the bandage, like I needed to know they were at least still in my head.

      “Your eyes will heal,” said Fionn. “I have good hope.”

      “You hope? You don’t know?” And I felt sudden panic building, where before it hadn’t bothered me to be temporarily deprived of one of my senses. The thought that I might never see again terrified me, even though I knew there were many who lived long and full lives with no sight.

      I sat up, struggled with the blanket, and Fionn was suddenly there, hands on my shoulders, steadying me. “Hey,” they said, softly. “Hey now, you shouldn’t try to get up yet.”

      “What if I never see again?”

      “You will,” said Fionn, firmly, all their tentativeness gone, replaced with something strong and sure, something that made me want to trust them completely.

      “You just said…”

      “There is always a chance of the worst, yes. I won’t lie to you about that. But I have seen nothing that says you won’t recover if you rest and stay in the dark.”

      “How long?” I let Fionn push me back down onto the cot, feeling comforted by the press of their hands against my shoulders, on my chest. Fionn tucked the blanket back around me and brushed my hair out of my face.

      “I’m sorry,” they said. “I don’t know for sure. I think a day or two, but maybe a week, or longer.” They fussed with the blanket some more. “The Abbess said, you said, there was bright light when you ran into the wards.” Their hand pressed against my forehead as if checking for fever, then brushed another curl of hair from my cheek.

      “And?” I turned my face into Fionn’s gentle touch, then realized what I was doing, and held very still. Their voice, their soft hands, the musky sweet scent that I realized was their skin, were becoming increasingly attractive. I knew almost nothing of my caretaker. I didn’t even know what they looked like, or if they were male or female or something else. Not that a person’s sex or gender had ever mattered much to me.

      “A bright flash of light, over and gone, is most likely to cause temporary damage, while a more sustained exposure, even at lower intensity, is more likely to be permanent,” Fionn said, sounding like they were reciting a lesson. They tucked another curl of my hair aside. “Now that you’re awake, I’ll make you some eye drops to contract your pupils, to help stimulate them into working on their own again.”

      Their gentle hand smoothed the blanket over my chest and I relaxed under the touch. I found myself wanting them to touch me more. “Thank you,” I said. Then, “Wait, did you say I ran into the Abbey’s wards?”

      “So the Abbess told me.”

      “But why?”

      “I presume you were trying to get in and didn’t want – or couldn’t – to wait for someone to give you permission.”

      “Why would I be trying to get into an Abbey?” I was speaking mostly to myself, trying to make sense of the situation I found myself in, but Fionn answered anyway.

      “I can’t imagine,” they said. “There’s nothing here to steal except a lot of wool waiting to be spun, a little bit of cloud silk, and a whole lot of very old books on very boring subjects.”

      That startled a laugh out of me. “Are you calling me a thief?” I said.

      “No, I…”

      I laughed again. “I’m teasing,” I said, and reached out, hoping to find Fionn’s hand. I found only air, but before I could draw back my reach, Fionn’s hand found mine.

      “There.” I felt the slender length of Fionn’s fingers, their fragility and strength, and the softness of the inside of their wrist. “Friends?”

      Fionn inhaled sharply and I wondered if they were unused to being touched. “Friends?” Their voice was uncertain.

      “Sure. Don’t you have any friends among the sisters? The novices, at least?”

      “Friendships are not encouraged here.” They sighed. “Or closeness, or kindness. Only attention to duty and service to the Lady of the Moon.” They withdrew their hand and I felt vaguely abandoned. “You should try to sleep some more,” Fionn said. “Tomorrow we’ll get those eyedrops made and see if you can walk.”

      “Will you stay with me?” I felt suddenly very young, like the child sent to live with strangers the first time my mother tired of me and rushed me away to live with my father’s people. I realized how completely alone I was here and even if I couldn’t trust Fionn, at least they’d be company. And could steer me to a chamberpot to piss if I needed it in the night.

      “I –”

      “Surely you have more than one cot in an infirmary?”

      A sigh. “This isn’t the main infirmary. I only rarely have patients all to myself.”

      “Why now?”

      “You’re a man.”

      “I’m a… okay…” I didn’t see why that would matter. A sick person was a sick person and it wasn’t like I was currently capable of assaulting any novices, even if I’d wanted to.

      “This is an abbey of women,” Fionn said. “They follow a virgin moon goddess, and most of them have sworn never to look upon a man again.” They snorted, but I couldn’t guess which part of that statement they found amusing.

      “How did I get here, then?”

      “The sisters were blindfolded. And the Abbess is not under the same constraints as her flock.”

      “And you aren’t, either, presumably?” I was trying, without actually asking outright, to find out if Fionn was a man or a woman or neither. I wasn’t even sure why it mattered – it wouldn’t affect how I treated them, and a person’s tackle and manner of dress had little effect on whether or not I found them attractive. Knowing one way or the other would have no effect at all on the fact that I wanted Fionn to brush my hair out of my face again, to take my hand, to smooth the blanket over my body. But I still wanted to know.

      “As I said,” said Fionn. “I’m a seer, not an acolyte.” But they sounded uncertain again. And also amused, as if they suspected what I was trying to learn and weren’t going to make it easy.

      “So, you’re allowed to look at me?” I pushed the blanket down and plucked at the coarse tunic I was wearing. “Presumably you saw me naked?”

      There was a pause and I listened to Fionn’s careful breathing, like they didn’t quite know how to reply. Or like a change in breathing might give away something they didn’t want me to know. I wished desperately that I could see Fionn’s face. Were they blushing? Did they, could they possibly, feel the same spark of attraction that I felt?

      “I suppose I must be,” Fionn finally said. “Someone had to get you out of those filthy clothes.”

      “Where are they? My clothes?” I said, and an edge crept into my voice, the uneasiness returning to my gut. “Fuck. Where’s my sword? My knives?”

      “Your clothes are in the hamper, waiting to be washed and mended. Your sword is… safe.”

      “Where is it?” I pushed myself up, swung my legs over the side of the cot, and tried to stand. The floor was farther away that it should have been. I felt Fionn’s hands under my arms, lifting me back onto the cot, slender but surprisingly strong.

      “Don’t get up,” they said. “Please. Your sword is safe. I have it. I… I hid it.”

      I tried to breathe evenly, to force myself calm. That sword was important. It was a Sidhe sword of moonsilver, and had belonged to my ancestors, and I still had trouble believing my mother had allowed me to have it, had given it to me, of her own accord. “You hid it? From me? Why?”

      I let myself be pushed back down on the cot. Again. Fionn lifted my feet onto the mattress, tucked the blanket back around me, and smoothed it across my shoulders. Again, I let myself relax under the touch. I wanted more.

      “I didn’t hide it from you,” Fionn said, fussing with the blanket where it lay across my chest. “I hid it… I don’t know why I hid it.” Their voice was uncertain. “I suppose I thought the Abbess might want to confiscate it, and if she didn’t see it out in the open, she might… not think about it.” Their fingers moved from my chest to my face again, tracing my cheekbone tentatively. “I can get it for you, but there’s nowhere in this room to keep it out of sight.”

      I untangled my hand from the blanket and placed it over Fionn’s. They shifted to pull away, but I squeezed their fingers. “That feels nice,” I said. I let go, rested my hand on my chest, and Fionn stroked my cheek again, then my hair, traced a finger along one antler. The feeling was startlingly erotic, and I felt myself respond. I couldn’t remember anyone ever caressing my antlers before. I shifted on the cot, trying to hide my growing erection with no way to know how much was even visible in the first place.

      Fionn kept tracing the shape of my antler, and if they realized the effect it was having, they didn’t say. “It’s under my bed,” they said finally. “Your sword and your knives.”

      “What?” I dragged my thoughts away from the tingle that Fionn’s touch was spreading though my body.

      “Your sword, your knives, your belt. They’re hidden under my bed. On the top floor of the tower.”

      “Up there?” I pointed at the ceiling.

      “Yes.”

      “The Abbess doesn’t search your room?” I moved my hand under the blanket, trying to be subtle, and pressed my cock close to my belly so it wouldn’t push the cloth up.

      “Not that I know,” Fionn said. “As long as I do what I’m told, she leaves me alone.” They stopped tracing my antlers and tucked the blanket back around my neck. “And there’s no way into this tower except though this room. Unless you can fly.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Fionn made a noise of assent in their throat and stepped away. “Try to sleep,” they said, and moved away.

      “Will you stay?” I said. “You never answered.”

      “There’s only the one cot.”

      “You can share this one.” I wanted to know what Fionn would do if I implied that I found them attractive.

      “I’m thin,” said Fionn. “But not that thin.”

      “You’re thin,” I said. “And tall. I can tell that from where your voice is when you speak and how you have to bend to reach me.”

      Fionn sounded amused when they replied. “Tall and thin. Not very heavy. Shall I describe myself some more?”

      “I’d like that.”

      They snorted. “Maybe tomorrow.”

      “I don’t care, you know.”

      “Don’t care about what?” Fionn’s voice moved away. It sounded like they were tidying things away. Something on the table, their basket of spinning, the stool they’d been perched on.

      “I don’t care what you look like. If you’re tall and thin or short and stocky. If you’re male or female. If you’re Sidhe or Alfar or Huldr, or any kind of fey at all.”

      “What if I was human?”

      I paused. “My father is human, remember? I spent as much of my childhood around humans as I did around fey.” I laughed. “As long as you’re not bird folk, I don’t care what you are.”

      Stillness was the only reply.

      “Fionn? Did you suddenly disappear?”

      “Is there something wrong with bird folk?” There was a note in Fionn’s voice that made me realize, all at once, that I’d said something very, very stupid, but I couldn’t seem to keep my mouth shut.

      “You know, flighty, bird-brained.”

      A gust of breath, like Fionn was snorting out their nose.

      And I suddenly realized. “You’re bird folk.” I wasn’t sure if sound was even coming out of my mouth. “Oh, fuck, Fionn, I’m sorry. I…” I took a deep breath.

      “I think perhaps you should call me Branfionn from now on. Or maybe just Healer.” There came the soft clicking as they walked away, and I realized that the sound was the claws on Fionn’s toes connecting with the stone as they took each step.

      “I was only joking, Fionn. Branfionn.” I tried to sit up, hoping the healer would return to my bedside to make me lie down again. But the steps only receded farther, changed sound as Fionn reached the stairs. “It was a joke. The Sidhe say the Vogel are bird brained and flighty. Because they’re bird folk, and they fly?” I repeated it, as if saying something mean over again could possibly help.

      “It isn’t a very funny joke,” said Branfionn, and then there was the sound of a door closing, and a lock clicking to, and I was alone.

      “Fuck,” I said softly, to no one.
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      When the door was locked behind me, I turned and looked around my sitting room. It was blurry, though I wasn’t really seeing anything anyway, so it hardly mattered.

      I blinked tears out of my eyes. I would not cry. As a child, tears had only brought me a stinging slap or extra chores. I leaned back against the door, slid down it until I was sitting, knees tucked to my chest, and wrapped my arms around my legs.

      It was disappointing. Of course, I never should have expected Kiernan Druison to be perfect. I shouldn’t have had any expectations at all. I didn’t know Kiernan, no matter how many of the other man’s most traumatic life events I’d seen in my visions. So the fey had turned out to be an ass. A bigot. A brainless jokester. What had I lost? I’d had nothing before I’d met Kiernan, and I had nothing now.

      But it felt like I had lost something. Like I’d lost a part of my future, the possibility of something beyond the Abbey, the potential of friendship, of toe-curling sex, of…

      I could hear Kiernan moving downstairs, slowly, the sounds of his bare feet audible because he seemed to be dragging them over the stone floor. Because he couldn’t see and would have to feel his way around carefully.

      “Fionn?” came Kiernan’s voice, uncertain. “Branfionn, please come back. I’m sorry.”

      I pushed myself to my feet, stood undecided for a moment, then fled up the next stairway to my bedroom. I locked the door and threw myself face-down on the bed. Tears still burned in the corners of my eyes and for a while I considered letting them come, allowing myself to be weak, to bawl into my pillow and let out all the disappointment, the sting. The loneliness. To cry as I hadn’t done since the first time the Abbess had sent me to bed without supper.

      I had neglected my chores, had let myself be distracted by the courtyard garden, and had wandered, looking at all the different plants, talking to them as if they were other children, friends. And how pathetic was that? A child who had to pretend the vegetables in the garden were his playmates.

      When the Abbess found me, hours later, lying on my back under the pea trellises, singing a made-up song to the fragile new pea-pods, she had pulled me to my feet by my hair, had landed a stinging slap on my cheek, and told me I’d have to do all of today’s chores tomorrow, and all of tomorrow’s, too, and no excuses.

      And she’d hauled me to my tower, already turning into an infirmary though my training had only just begun, tossed me inside, and locked the door. I hadn’t had any food or water, or even a chamberpot.

      Even at four years old I had been so ashamed, when I couldn’t hold my waste in any longer, that I had to relieve myself on the previous day’s laundry and hide it at the bottom of the hamper.

      I had cried then, in fear and shame and loneliness, had curled up on the roof, great sobs wracking my body. I was too thin, even then. I might not have stopped as soon as I did, except the fear that the Abbess would know I had been crying overwhelmed the ache in my chest. I had stopped, had gone back down to my bedroom to wash my face, and had finally fallen asleep.

      I woke, now, eyes dry but aching, chest aching. The pressure behind my belly muscles was gone at least, as if I had never felt the intense arousal, my attraction to Kiernan as overwhelmed by disappointment as my childhood sorrow had been submerged beneath fear.

      My stomach rumbled, and I realized I had been too far up the tower to hear the novices bring food. I thought about going to see what they had left, but I couldn’t face Kiernan. Not yet. Not while I was still feeling so fragile.

      I made myself sit up and drink from the cup of water I kept next to the bed. The sky outside the windows was dark, with not even a glimmer from the Abbey below. I pulled the quilt off the bed and climbed the stairs to the roof.

      Up there, I felt close to the sky, like having wings might actually mean something, even if they were too small to allow me to fly. I spread out the quilt, lay down, and folded it over myself. The moon was waxing, almost full, and the sky was full of stars. In the clear air above, two feathered serpents – each about the length of my arm – circled once to make sure it was really me, then dove down to find themselves places to burrow into the quilt.

      “Hello, little friends,” I said, barely above a whisper, and they chittered at me, one from a spot close to my neck, and one from the bend in my wing.

      As always when I came up here, I felt myself relax, my hurts and wants and sadnesses becoming insignificant next to the glory of the night sky. I pushed away the thought that I had been looking forward to bringing Kiernan here, once he could manage the stairs, to share my refuge. I had thought, maybe, I’d have the courage to kiss him here, where I had always felt safe. It would have been my first kiss. It would have been special.

      A tear escaped the corner of one eye and slid down my cheek, followed by another.

      “No, dammit.” The swear didn’t feel as daring as it once had on my tongue. “He won’t make me cry.” But it wasn’t just that Kiernan had hurt my feelings with a bad joke. There were years of disappointments pushing out those tears and Kiernan’s thoughtlessness was only the one that made them all too heavy. I curled on my side, ignoring the sleepy protests of the serpents, and buried my face in the quilt until the tears stopped.

      When I looked up at the sky again, the moon was gone, dipped behind the trees, below the horizon, leaving the stars to blaze even brighter. My eyes stung and my face felt tight, but the ache in my chest had eased. I rolled onto my back again, the serpents murmuring their protest and shifting position to get comfortable. I tucked my wings carefully under myself and slipped my hands behind my head.

      Then I felt the sudden pressure in the back of my neck, the tightness in my scalp, and my back seized and I arched against the stone, my eyes rolled back, stared into nothing. And then, I saw.

      It was a place I had never seen before, could never even have dreamed existed. A city was built out of a mountain that dropped, cliff by precipitous cliff, down to the sea. Against the sky, figures spread their wings wide and soared.

      Closer by, on a narrow strip of sand that grew even narrower until it vanished against the base of the cliff, walked a woman. She had wings, huge gold-and-red feathered appendages that she held half-spread to help her balance against the wind. A small flock of feathered serpents, moving and darting so quickly they couldn’t be counted, twisted through the air around her.

      She was pregnant, and walked with both arms wrapped around her belly, smiling at the serpents, the sand, the sea, the world in general. This vision carried no sound, but the woman was singing between smiles, her mouth opening wide with each note, then narrowing, then closing so she could smile again.

      She stroked her belly, said something, then turned to look behind her.

      A man approached. He might or might not have had wings. He wore a hooded cloak so large it dragged in the sand behind him and could have hidden both wings and tail, had he tucked them close to his back. He appeared to be hunch-backed, and he held his hood against the winds, kept it pulled down to hide his face.

      When he reached the woman, he spoke, gestured, and she shook her head. He grasped her arm and she tried to pull away. The feathered serpents swirled around her, around him, hissing and biting, until he knocked one away viciously and it hit the sand and didn’t rise. The rest of them fled into the sky.

      In the vision, the man pulled a long sharp knife from beneath his cloak and stabbed the woman.

      I was only an observer in this vision, disembodied, but I tried to scream anyway.

      The man had been careful where he aimed the knife, had slid it between the woman’s ribs to pierce her heart. He caught her as she fell, laid her on the sand, and bent over her with the knife.

      When the man stood, the woman’s body was neatly carved open. Blood smeared her and the object the man held up. It was pale and rounded, pliant like the egg of a turtle. He set it on the sand while he pushed the woman’s body toward the incoming tide, left her to the sea and the scavengers, and the small flock of feathered serpents that tugged at her hair, her clothes, trying to get her to rise, to sing to them again.

      I saw glimpses of the road to the Abbey, a figure on horseback, cloaked and hunched, that could have been the same man or might not have been. And the Abbess, gray and stern, but looking younger than she was in the present. Not a lot younger, because she was fey and aged slowly, but enough to be apparent that this was not a vision of the future, but of the past.

      The Abbess held a bundle wrapped in cloth, carried it across the Abbey courtyard.

      Inside the Abbey, inside the vision, the Abbess crossed the courtyard, skirted the laundry, and entered the building behind. I had never been through that door. I had been told it was a sauna for the private use of the Abbess and the nine senior sisters.

      And it did seem to be a sauna, the heat provided by an upwelling of hot water from the earth – the same spring that fed the laundry and the bathhouse their heated, ever-replenished water. Next to the spring, looking very un-sauna-like, was a sort of nest, built of unfired clay and lined with linen towels and down feathers that might have come from the chickens the novices plucked to feed the Abbey’s inhabitants.

      The Abbess unwrapped the cloth from the object she held. It was an egg, the same egg that had been cut from the bird woman’s body, and it was large enough she needed two hands to hold it, heavy enough it took her some effort to keep it aloft, though not as heavy as it looked like it should be. It was pearlescent white, speckled blue and silver. It was so beautiful I would have wept if I’d had a body to cry with.

      The Abbess put the egg into the nest and smiled her cool, mirthless smile.

      The vision shifted, not in place, but in time. Sisters came and went, the Abbess tapped at the egg and pressed her ear to it to listen, steam billowed and ebbed, and finally – surrounded by all nine senior sisters and the Abbess, the egg rocked in its nest. It rocked again, and then was still.

      They waited, tense, for a countless stretch of time. And at last the Abbess climbed up to the egg, scowled at it, and kicked it viciously. It cracked, and she kicked it again. A shard flew off and nearly struck one of the watching sisters. One more kick and the egg shattered, pieces falling to all sides. Cradled in what was left, in the rounded bottom of the egg, lay a tiny child, pale and silver and frosty blue, with naked pink wing stubs, large soft toes, and eyes far too big and too bulbous for something so small and delicate.

      The Abbess smiled her stony smile, plucked the child out of the remains of the egg, and pinched its large, pointed ear until it flailed its arms and wailed.

      I couldn’t hear the sound – though not all of my visions were soundless, many were – and I had never heard any child cry, let alone a newborn, but I felt I knew exactly what sound it made, and what that wail felt like when forced out of my tiny lungs.

      Then the vision was gone, leaving only a burning headache behind my eyes. For a long time I couldn’t move. I was exhausted. My back was cramping and my muscles ached. My tail had fallen asleep. But I was caught in sorrow and wonder.

      Someone had murdered my mother, had cut me unborn – unhatched – from her belly, and somehow my egg had made it to the Abbey, where the Abbess had kept it warm and safe until I was developed enough inside it to hatch out of it. I had grown up feeling alone, unhappy, unwanted, but I had at least grown up. I had lived because of the Abbess.

      Finally, I stirred, made myself stretch, and sat up, pulling the quilt around me. The pair of feathered serpents had left during my seizure and had not returned, and I felt very alone again. It was still dark, but I had spent enough time on this roof that I could tell by the position of the stars that it was getting close to morning.

      At least now there were no chores for me to neglect, not while Kiernan was locked in the infirmary with me. I stood, gathered up the quilt, and left the roof. I wouldn’t go all the way back down, not yet, not until it was time for the novices to bring breakfast.

      I knew I should sleep. Even brief visions tired me, and that one had lasted hours. My body ached and one of my wings twinged whenever I moved it. So I spread the quilt back over the bed, took off my tunic and trousers, and climbed under the covers, too tired to even wash my dirty feet first.

      And then I lay there, staring up at the high ceiling, full of wonder and sadness and the sheer strangeness of witnessing my own birth. I knew, from a book I had stolen from the Abbey library, that the Abbess would have banned had she known it existed, and that now hid in plain sight on the bookcase in my sitting room, that Vogel infants developed within eggs that were incubated inside their mothers’ bodies. When the time came to be born, the eggshell was absorbed, and the child was born like any other baby from any of the Isle’s other peoples.

      But sometimes, a mother under extreme stress might expel her egg early and the embryo was trapped in the shell. The egg contained all the nutrients the growing infant needed – bird folk had belly buttons just like fey or humans, only ours had once connected to a yolk sac in the egg, instead of a placenta in the womb. If the egg was kept warm enough, moist enough without being too wet, it might survive long enough to hatch.

      Even then, the result could be death, because infant bird folk were not equipped, as actual birds are, to fight their way out of the shell. As it aged, the eggshell became harder, tougher. If it was cracked too soon, the child would not be developed enough to survive, and if too late, they would suffocate.

      I was lucky to have survived. I sat up, needing to tell someone about the wonder I had seen, and the horror, the grief I felt that my only glimpse of my mother had been to witness her murder.

      And then I remembered. The only person I might have wanted to share my vision with had made an ignorant joke about my people. Kiernan already thought bird folk were beneath him. Telling him that I had hatched instead of being born would only
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