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  Chapter one
The Brainhedge Tree


All of life will circle back, becoming what we once knew and we will learn it will never be the same again. — Nyrissa Rieson, flyer of Lydinairre, daughter of Dar Zeller Rieson  
Being thrown high into the sky to one’s death was not an easy thing to forgive. Aunia stiffened with the memory of free fall . . . where wererat people, ant-sized at first on the Grashbear’s tan-colored slopes, grew with alarming speed. 
It was only a few hours ago that Hebsolum, the marble giant, had helped her to imprison Edvaras’ storm cloud of magic within her mother’s amulet. It was the only thing they could do to prevent the Boggleman from using that magical Nymer to destroy the human world but it came with a price. Aunia tapped her collarbone. That amulet had been the only thing she had of her mother . . . and now it was gone. The marble giant had taken it while she had been pinned by a veil tendril through her gut. And not only that. He had tried to take Mygul, her magical globefire from her as well. But, she had fought him, and he had tried to kill her. 
Aunia pressed her shoulders into Mathias’ chest and he wrapped his arms around her while Tafiriel’s broad blue wings lulled a portion of her heart from her throat. They soared so high over her mother’s lands, irregular shapes of greens and browns, on a pegasus’ back through a cloud-dotted sky. A beautiful view if only the land below would stop spinning.
I won’t let you fall, Tafiriel sent telepathically. 
Hebsolum shouldn’t have thrown me. She bit her lip. She had no idea that the marble giant would retaliate when she refused to give up Mygul, but she had no choice. Her globefire wasn’t a part of Edvaras. It was a part of her. 
Hebsolum . . . he has his own code, Tafiriel sent.
His own code? Aunia dropped her hands from her collarbones and gripped Mathias’ arms. What would happen to Mygul if she would have died? 
You didn’t die, Tafiriel sent. And you’re safe. 
Aunia closed her eyes. She didn’t die, all thanks to Basil. His magic had allowed her to float like thistledown to the wererat people.  
Forgive me. Mathias pulled his arm from her to gather her long blond hair. He tucked its length into the back of her tunic. Your hair’s tickling my nose.
Aunia shivered against Mathias’ fingertips on the nape of her neck . . . a curious sensation of liquid fever and quiet. She relaxed into his touch while the land spread out before her . . . tens of thousands of Naoma Sacella fields on all sides, and the receding Grashbear Mountain range behind them. 
She frowned, straightened, and laced her fingers through Tafiriel’s blue mane. He’s drooping. 
Keston, maybe a mile ahead in the afternoon sky, sunk heavily in the saddle. His head injury from the wyvern’s tail needed healing attention. It made the soles of her feet ache, imagining what would happen if he lost consciousness and slipped.  
I see. Mathias straightened too.
How long till we’re there? 
We’re close, Mathias sent. See that ribbon of gray-white and brown up ahead? 
With that line of shadow running beside it? 
Yes. The ribbon is Baxter’s Way. It’s a highway that connects the northern part of my country to the southern border and to our Adarian neighbors. The shadowy line . . . that would be the brainhedge.
Aunia looked over her shoulder. No tree is that long. 
Mathias, dark wavy hair blowing in the wind, smiled. That is a living fence of trees. It keeps the Marchlands of Dalin and Froidelune separated.  
Marchlands? 
Think of them like mini kingdoms, Mathias sent. And these two do not have good relations. That hedge keeps them from warring over water. 
Why would they—
There’s a stream that runs from a tethered blade-cave in-between the two hedgerows on Froidelune lands. And Dalin . . . well, they think the water has magical properties and want to cart it off for their sword making operations.
Tafiriel lowered in the sky. The land’s green patches transformed into crops with wavy green tops and pockets of brambly wilderness. 
The rover caravan is near the Brainhedge gate on Froidelune lands, Mathias sent. Just a few minutes more, but there is something I need to warn you of.
Warn me? About what?
Mathias’ sigh tickled the back of her head. Rovers can’t be trusted. 
Aunia frowned. What do you mean, can’t be trusted? Basil helped us. Saved me from—
They do what they can to curry favor, Mathias interrupted. And they have their uses, yes. They’re good at healing. Trading in magic potions and hard to get items. Telling fortunes. But they steal and they lie and they feel no guilt for it. All Tamorians know, you watch your money and your children around them. 
They drew near to the double hedgerow of trees, and Keston started his descent toward the road. 
Basil knows things about my parents, Aunia sent. Not only that, but Jennium, her garden faery friend, trusted Basil and the man’s powder blue glow felt incredibly familiar. 
He could have just been saying that. 
No, he knew them. She crushed the fabric of her sky-blue cloak with her fist. Mathias had been wrong about wererats being monsters when they encountered them on the Grashbear. He was wrong about this, too. She’d seek Basil out as soon as she saw that Keston was mended.
Mathias is right to be wary, Tafiriel sent. But I will be here, if you need. 
They flew over the first hedgerow with its globular yellow-green clusters of fluffy-looking flowers and over the space between, a lush narrow strip of land with a stream running through it.  
“Aunia,” Mathias spoke into her ear.  
I’ll be careful, she sent.
“And no talking to faeries.” 
“But Tafiriel’s—”
No getting caught talking to faeries. Mathias’ arm tightened around her middle. And no magic. It’s dangerous here. 
They flew over the second hedge with one tree, presumably the Brainhedge Tree, towering over all others by a house-height. 
They dove. Not the steep-you’re-going-to-die type but a gentle decline over the white-gray road, and looped back to face eight colorfully painted wagons—reds, oranges, yellows and blues. The people, traipsing between their roofed wagons or huddled in small groups, wore bright colors as well.  
Aunia bit her lip against the empty sky in the direction they had come. Where’s Fallo? He’s bringing Basil, isn’t he? 
Fly him? Mathias jerked away, leaving a space between them. Fallo wouldn’t give a rover a ride. 
But how will he— 
He’s a Mystic. He’ll skip. 
Skip. Magically transport from one place to another. Aunia had learned of that when she and Tafiriel used the Boggleman’s veil tendril as a catalyst to use that magic. I see Keston. Middle campfire.
They veered toward a rope-fashioned corral between some wagons and hedge-wood and landed. A blue wagon with painted black knotwork partially blocked the sight of Keston sitting on a high-back chair being attended to by two rovers, an old man with a pipe and a girl dressed in blue. She was peeling away Keston’s head bandaging.   
“Leave it to him to find a girl.” Mathias dismounted.
Aunia plucked her canvas knapsack from the bucket seat saddle horn and dumped it on the ground out of her way. She dismounted and ran past Revellie, who stood within the enclosure, sipping at a bucket of water near beautiful horses with long tails and feathered legs.  
She wriggled through the corral’s ropes and darted between the colorful roofed wagons to the stone-ringed campfire to Keston. 
Keston greeted her with a smile and dilated eyes. “There you all are.” 
Aunia slowed on the pebbled grass. He had a potion in him. She wasn’t sure what kind but Mathias said they were good healers. She shrugged off her cloak. “I can care for him.”  
Sitting by the fire, an old man looked up from his short stool. He held a long wooden dowel across his lap and his sage-green and amber glow swirled. 
The girl also turned. This child was younger than Aunia thought, maybe twelve years old. Under her pair of dark brows, she gazed out with deep-set defiant eyes. Eyes like Limi’s after her mother, Nehla, had died. Too much like . . . except this girl’s irises were dark blue, like Aunia’s own, not deep brown like Limi’s. 
A nearby knot of girl-children playing with cloth dolls under the bright yellow wagon — they were easier to look at. 
“Are you a flyer like Keston, the sculptor’s son?” the rover girl said.  
“Sculptor?” asked Aunia.
Keston slurred with a nod. “My dad’s one of the best.” 
“I’m not a flyer.” Aunia said. 
How could she make this rover girl with her purplish-gray glow step away? It hurt Aunia’s heart to see someone else with Limi’s glow. A glow that stuck after Limi swore she’d not become the village’s next Eldest Daughter. But this girl wasn’t Limi. She was too young and too fancy with her tiny embroidered flowers edging a blue circle skirt and bodice. And the girl had twin thick braids for her dark hair, not Limi’s many.  
“I’ve most of the wyvern scale splinters out,” the girl said. “I’m Taya, by the way, and this is my grandda, Niall.” 






  
  Chapter two
Horsebread


When people talk about you, they typically don’t want you there — Basil Mensani of the Mensani caravan
Mathias scooped Aunia’s knapsack from the ground and looped it back on the saddle horn. Leaving it unguarded . . . not a smart idea, though other than a book, what did she have? Probably only a small bundle of clothing. 
Where was Fallo? Not even a black dot graced the sky. There was so much to talk about now that they were in Tamore and everything had turned complicated. Too many things needed answers. Near the top of the list: how to answer Cat’s threat to bring them to trial for abandoning their post.
Mathias ran a hand through his hair and sucked in a breath to settle himself. It was only an illusion that the nearby ridged bark trees pressed in too close. That their thorns sought to pierce his flesh. He couldn’t face another trial. 
We didn’t abandon our post, Taf sent. 
Well, technically? They just followed wererats over the Grashbear. But they had cause. Wererats had attacked and burned Britchway. And they had bitten Jules. 
Mathias took several steps to get a clear angle of Aunia working on mending Keston’s head. Or rather, Aunia watching over a rover girl doing the healing. What a scare Keston had given him during the wyvern battle. A wyvern had nailed Keston with its tail and Aunia had screamed with the wyvern’s fireball. It could have been far worse. He was grateful Keston would pull through fine. 
Jules, on the other hand . . . where could he be? He had disappeared with or without his pegasus, Brinsaber, who was hiding somewhere on the Grashbear Mountains. Another riddle to figure out. One that had to be solved.
Is Aunia okay there? Mathias sent to Tafiriel. 
They don’t mean her harm and Revellie’s relaxed, Taf sent back. 
Revellie. Keston’s pegasus. She had the best sense of spotting danger, not that it helped during the festival when—  
She gave me warning at Britchway, Taf reminded him. 
Warning would have been nicer sooner. It could have prevented Jules from being bitten. Or the town from being burned down. Then they wouldn’t have gone over the Grashbear. He wouldn’t have met Aunia either. Mathias swallowed hard. And then, he wouldn’t have ruined her life. He scanned the heavens again. What’s keeping Fallo?
Paderro sends they’re on their way, Taf sent. You could get all this gear off me while you wait.
Mathias rapped his thigh with a fist. They were relatively safe here. And Taf had worn riding gear since they left Aunia’s village. Of course. 
He unbuckled the reins, pulled the nose bridle gently over Taf’s ears, and draped the leather straps over one of the camp stools. 
Finding Jules was key. For his friend’s sake, yes, but they could also provide proof that wererats had attacked. Taf and the other pegasi’s word should be good enough, but they had been inside the stable, not the attack site. 
They could also find the healer at Dalin, who had treated Jules. Mathias unfastened the girth and removed the saddle. He placed the saddle on the stool and whistled for Revellie. Best to get her gear off, too. 
Some of the wererats provided aid on the Grashbear, Taf reminded. 
I wasn’t bespeaking you. Mathias walked over to Revellie. But Taf was right. That was another riddle. Why had wererats helped? Because they had a Mystic in their midst? That certainly wouldn’t make any difference in the Tatian Court nor in the House of Nobles. They’d always remain suspicious of Mystics. They were, after all, the ones blamed for the Blood Ball, which had nearly annihilated the royal family over a decade and a half ago.   
Keston believes Basil to be a good guy.
Mathias frowned. Well, Fallo knows him. 
He pulled off Revellie’s gear, found a rag under a camp stool, and dunked it into a water bucket. The gold pegasus had green wyvern ichor around her mouth and it was best to get that gone. Groom both pegasi and Fallo would be here before he was done. And after his dressing down, he needed to talk Fallo into going to Dalin to find out what happened to Jules. 
What if those wererats are under the marble giant’s protection? 
Taf, just stop. Mathias pulled the green stained rag from Revellie’s face. It was likely Fallo would complain about the marble giant when he showed up. And with a crater where a mountain once stood . . . that gave credence to the giant’s appearance. But none of that was relevant. The problem was . . . would Fallo agree with him? 
He needed to be sure that Fallo focused on finding Jules, clearing their names, and letting Nyrissa and the Queen know that knowledge of a faery repellant was coming. That last thought sent Mathias’ stomach to twist. Going back to Tatia was going to be a problem. 
Mathias grabbed a handful of straw from a broken bail and rubbed Revellie down.
“Flyer?” A tall semi-bald rover man approached and patted a seven-pointed star that was pinned to his red vest. Behind him, followed a woman with cinnamon-colored hair and high cheek bones.
“That’s a royal star,” Mathias accused. 
“It is,” the man said. “Mine came to me through my wife’s grandmother in 953.”
“Tharon,” said the woman. “Just tell him it was a gift by Queen Silvani to Prince Elris on the eve of his wedding and he can check the star’s history at the exchequer’s office when he visits the capital next.” 
“Prince Elris?” Mathias straightened. He heard the stories of a royal-born marrying a rover lass. A peasant tale he had thought. “You’re kin to the Maid of Idenweigh?”
“We are,” Tharon said. “We’re still awaiting aid to rescue our Olivia from the Boggleman.” 
Mathias stiffened. While they had flown to the caravan, Aunia had told him some of the things she had seen in Nonderu, including seeing Olivia imprisoned in Chand ice. An incredible story to believe. She also said she thought her mother had been a Chandarion. “That was over seventy years ago.” 
“Time in Faery moves differently. And what should it matter? She saved Tamore during the Mockmen Wars,” the woman said.
“Let the young man catch his breath.” Tharon extended his hand. “I’m leader here and this is my sister-in-law, Lena.” 
“Mathias.” He kept his hands at his sides. “I need another bucket of water for my pegasus.”
Tharon whistled, and a moment later, a lad of about fourteen years scurried forward, sloshing water from a large bucket. 
He set the pail in front of Taf, turned, and shoved a chunk of bread checkered with peas and beans at Mathias. “You’ve a beautiful companion. She yours?” 
Mathias let the unappealing food crumble between his fingers. “We don’t own people.”
“The horsebread was meant for your pegasus, flyer,” Tharon said. “We’re planning on offering you what we have from our stewpot. If that’s all right with you, of course.”
Heat radiated from Mathias’ face. 
Do you plan on being leader here? Tafiriel sent.
What? No. Mathias got Tafiriel’s meaning. Ingratiate yourself. Remain cordially aloof. Leave or fight. Those were the acceptable choices one made within a new group. “My apologies,” he said slowly. “There was . . .”   
Pandemonium on top of the Grashbear. Did these Rovers know that? Could they have seen the dust clouds rising from the Grashbear when Hebsolum burst through the mountainside? Even from this distance? But then that forty-some-high hedge . . . it could have obscured their sight. And if they didn’t know . . . the last thing Mathias wanted was questions, which he had no answers for. He turned his palms over. “It’s been a long couple of days.”  
“It has at that.” Tharon crossed his arms.  
“Do you know how Keston is doing?” 
The rover boy perked up. “The girls are sewing ’im up and he’s a healing potion in. Took a nasty gouge to the head. Was it from one of the wyverns? We saw them flying about.” 
“Besnik, leave it,” Tharon growled. 
“Da.” Basil strolled between two blue vardos wagons to them and pointed over the hedge. “That would be the flyer we need to talk with.” 
Fallo, on his black stallion pegasus, flew over the brainhedge and over the rover caravan.
“Lagging a bit, eh?” Tharon said.
Basil shrugged. “Said he had a matter to handle.” 
Mathias’ breath caught. Had Fallo taken a moment to see if he could find Brinsaber? 
I think not. Taf stomped a foot. 
Fallo and Paderro landed in the corral close to Tafiriel and the commander dismounted with a furrowed brow. “Hope you have a brandy on hand.” 
“Of course I have,” Tharon said.
Basil pulled his orange bandana from his black-haired head. “And we’ve much to discuss.” 
“About Hebsolum? Or Jules?” Mathias stepped closer to Fallo, wondering why ruorks had stung up the commander's face. Those faeries didn’t often sting. But Fallo and Keston had been in a cave before the Grashbear incident. “Or maybe wererats?”
Fallo clapped Mathias on the shoulder and pointed to the fire. “Keep those two out of trouble.”
Mathias jerked back. “I should come, too.” 
Fallo’s grip refastened on Mathias’ shoulder and he squeezed. “You’ll do as I say.”  
Clenching his jaw against the pain, Mathias refused to nod. He had every right to know what was happening. 
Taf swished his tail. He isn’t in the mood—
I still haven’t learned what happened in that secret meeting in Aunia’s village. Bespeak Fallo. Tell him you and Rev can keep an eye on Aunia and Keston. 
Fallo released him without any further acknowledgment and followed Tharon, Basil, and Lena through the corral’s opening to the rover wagons. 
Fallo bespeaks you are to follow orders. And he…sends something about wondering if you’re capable. He plans on talking with you later, Taf sent back.  
“Would you like a tour of the caravan?” the rover lad, Besnik, asked.  
Great. A simple rover lad watched him be dismissed. Mathias pushed past the boy and out of the corral. He leaned against the nearest vardo and idly traced over the painted evil eye pattern. Keston looked like he was dozing in the chair while Aunia, pot of steaming water at her feet, worked on his head. It didn’t look like there’d be trouble even with the girl in blue hovering over them. Seemed more of an issue of the commander and rovers wanting to keep him from their conversation, but why? 
If he was Keston, he’d sneak behind and eavesdrop. Aunia would too, probably. Why not him? How hard could it be? 






  
  Chapter three
Warnings and Questions


We believe what we think, whether it’s true or not. Won’t you pause and consider? — Gaitha, Eldest Daughter of Naoma Sacella
“Here, I’ll take care of this.” The rover girl pushed Aunia aside. “Grandda, get that needle ready.” 
Aunia bristled until Keston shot Aunia a painful smile and re-closed his eyes. He was pale sitting in the dark-wood rover chair, but not as pale as when the wererats had brought him out on the Grashbear. Wererats were dangerous, Mathias had said. But they had tended to Keston. And Rovers? 
She needed to dismiss the similarities that Taya had with her foster-sister. Even if Limi had betrayed her. Taya was not Limi. Aunia stepped closer toward the pungent, savory-sweet smelling bowl. “What are you using to clean his wound?” 
“Apple-cider vinegar with thyme and lavender.” Taya waved bloody fingers at Niall, her gray-bearded grandda.
Niall had retrieved his wooden dowel and plunged it into the small red-brown cauldron, which hung over the fire from a black metal tripod. 
A light breeze cooled Aunia’s cheeks. Keston’s puckered laceration—a mingling of crusted and fresh blood brought memories from caring for her village’s wounded only a few short days ago. Her hands spasmed with a deep ache. A bone ache from the hours tending to green-streaked limbs, missing flesh, and so much blood. “You sure all the wyvern scales are out?”
“Every last one. Now it’s wash the ill-humor away so there’s no festering. Don’t want any ooze between the stitching.” 
Taya wrung more healing wash over Keston’s wound while Niall turned his wrist as if he were hooking a fish. He pulled the wooden dowel from the boiling water and a pair of scissors dangled from its end. 
Taya squatted and dropped her linen cloth into a wooden bowl at her feet. Another waft of vinegar rose. “Grandda, my hands.”
“Here. Don’t touch the metal till ya washed yer hands.” Niall foisted scissors and dowel onto Aunia. 
She took them, blinking. She had been Gaitha’s apprentice. She knew how to dress a wound.
He picked up a bucket by the fire and poured water over Taya’s hands, rinsing away blood. She then scooped a soft cake of soap—pale yellow streaked with dark green—from a chipped flower-patterned plate. “You never mentioned your name.” 
“Aunia. And I know what I’m doing.” 
Gaitha, Eldest Daughter and medicine woman, of Naoma Sacella easily could have used a similar treatment. 
Taya shook water from her hands. “That’s obvious with your field dressing. Fine work. But you didn’t have supplies at hand. The bandaging. It was from a shirt.”
Aunia scowled. She couldn’t argue with that.
Taya glanced toward the Grashbear Mountains. “Does the flyers’ healer want to do the stitching?” 
“I’m not the . . . no. I’ll watch.”  
The girl’s gaze raked Aunia from sandaled feet to tangled hair before she pulled the scissors off the dowel’s end. “Quite unusual. Flyers don’t take on passengers. Where are you from?” 
Keston opened his eyes. His pupils nearly took up most of his amber irises. 
“The other side of the Grashbear Mountains,” Aunia replied. “What did you give him?”
“The other side?” Taya's eyes grew wide. “I’ve wondered what’s past the Dead Lands.”
“What did you give him?” Aunia repeated. 
“Only a sleeping potion.” Taya clipped the light brown, blood-soaked hair at the edge of the wound. “Stitching sort of hurts otherwise. Grandda, thread me a length?” 
“Think I can get more wine?” Keston slurred. 
“I think you’ve had enough, flyer,” Taya said.
Niall reclaimed the wooden dowel from Aunia and used it to lift a strand of thread from the pot’s boiling water. Handing the dowel off again, he pulled a metal needle from the inside of his red-brown vest and dunked the tip into the boiling water. 
His glow, except for the pink flickering at its edges, nearly matched the pot, and Aunia’s heart squeezed painfully. Like Taya reminded her of her foster sister, this man reminded her of her village’s chief and storyteller. A man who had been more fatherly to her than her own. 
“Healing heat before we sew . . . into living flesh we go. Feverless, the wound doth close,” Niall intoned as he threaded the needle.
“Stitching me like cloth?” Keston slurred. 
“Yes, my sculptor’s son. For it to heal faster.” Taya poked at the wound’s puckering. “Probably won’t even leave a scar.” 
“Leave a . . .” Keston trailed off and his eyes closed. 
Sleeping potion. Herbal, Aunia reminded herself. Not magical. Pegasi guarded against magic affecting their flyers. It was the only reason that Keston survived the wyvern fireball after it had struck with its tail. 
“Here.” Niall held out the threaded needle. 
“Aunia, can you wash up?” Taya asked. “I could use you holding the wound together so I can stitch this up good.”
Aunia lathered up with the rosemary and mint squishy soap. Gaitha would always wash out a gaping wound, but she often used a healing word of power before she packed it with medicine. Gaitha had even whispered power words over Mathias’s shoulder bite from the heeble. Stupid that she never took the time or had the curiosity to learn what those power words were. 
Shaking the water from her hands, Aunia stepped in place as directed, and pushed the wound closed with her finger pads.
“Excellent.” Taya pierced the flesh, drawing the thread through skin. Keston didn’t even flinch. 
“So, on the other side of the Grashbear, are there cities there or—”
“A village . . .” Aunia bit her lip. Mathias had confessed his part in Fallo’s plan to annex her village. The plan had failed and the villagers spelled the village into invisibility with the shrouding flower. However, how could she be sure no one else would try to harm her people?  
“Gabin, you set that down right now,” a voice barked from Aunia’s left. A woman a few yards away scooped up a wriggly toddler and walked back to a secondary cook fire which crackled near the last wagon in the caravan. It was a red one with a curved roof. All of the eight wagons did, except one. The woman, child in arms, took a seat beside two other women. On the other side of the fire, a lanky man stirred a large pot. 
“So, a village,” Taya murmured. She jabbed through Keston’s flesh again. “Why did you leave? Was it for the handsome flyer?” 
“They didn’t want me,” Aunia snapped.  
“Didn’t want you?” Taya’s glow flickered with deep blue and cloud-white. “You have known sorrows. I understand. But you did make quite an entrance, didn’t you? What with the wyverns and—”
Aunia’s fingers slid on Keston’s blood. She bit her lip and concentrated on keeping the wound closed. “I had nothing to do with that.” 
But she did have something to do with it. It was because the Boggleman, in wyvern form, had chased them through the Dead Lands and when they reached the Grashbear Mountains, he had called the other wyverns. 
“Lots of wyverns have been flying over the mountains these days,” Niall said. His glow, brown like a flooded river, turned honey-amber. 
“And the marble giant exploding forth!” Taya shuddered. She glanced back at Aunia. “But they didn’t want you? Not enough husband material, so they sent—” 
“Husband?” 
A beaded mate, Tafiriel sent from the corral. 
Aunia flushed. “No, I just . . . I wanted to see my mother’s lands.”
“You have family here? I wouldn’t have guessed flyers could be so charitable.” 
Aunia frowned. 
She means that they would do something only for the good of doing a good deed, Tafiriel sent.
What an odd thing for Taya to say. Aunia turned her attention to the children playing under a yellow and black wagon. One little girl, maybe six years old with dirty blonde hair, stomped off to the blue wagon with the curious painted knotwork and paned windows. She sat heavily on the bottommost step at the wagon’s back. 
“Reina,” Taya said. 
Aunia frowned. “What?”
“The little one with the storm cloud face.” Taya pulled another stitch tight. “So, your mother’s lands. What part of Tamore will you be heading to?” 
Aunia shrugged. 
“Well, what’s the name of your mother’s town?”
Aunia looked at her feet. How would she know that? Tamore was a wide-open land, stretching between two mountain ranges. She never had anyone to ask that question to.
Taya’s voice turned soft, soothing. “You don’t know.”
Keston leaned heavily against Aunia’s arm. 
“Think he fell asleep and I have the last of this if you can keep his head up,” Taya said.
A hauntingly rich resonance drifted on the breeze as if a faery or a sunset sang of longing and hope. 
Aunia perked up. “What is that sound?” 
Taya smiled. “Yasko Coates. Lena’s younger brother. He’s quite good with the violin. He’ll play for us after supper during music hour. Do you sing, Aunia?”  
“Me? A little,” Aunia said. “In the evenings after Caedmon would tell stories about Tamore being a land of music everyday. Big cities and—”
“Is that where you’re going? Big cities?” Taya’s glow grew fuzzy like a thundercloud spreading for the rain.
“I don’t know where I’m going.” 
“Well, big cities you have to be careful. I know that. You need to know that, too. But if you know the name of the place, they’d be maps or if you have her family’s name, there’s always a domesday.”
“Domesday?” 
“A written record that gives all the people and where they live. Or at least all the highborns. You’d have an easier time there than I would.” 
Aunia frowned. So many things she didn’t know. She had not realized that she’d have to know but . . . everything earlier had been too rushed. Too dangerous. But now that she was in Tamore, what would she do? 
Look for her mother . 
Rescue her father. 
The Boggleman’s gone, yes . . . but there were still Mockmen trolls. If she entered Nonderu to get her dad, she would need help. That meant talking to Mathias. Could she get his aid to go back to a betwixting tunnel to rescue her dad? Could she get him to go with her alone so Fallo wouldn’t try using a betwixting tunnel to get back to her village? She had no idea how long the Leiaphae flower shrouding would work and when her village would be in danger. Even though they exiled her, she didn’t want anything bad to happen to them. 
“Well, I hope these flyers treat you right,” Taya said. 
Aunia startled. “Why wouldn’t they?” 
“Well . . .” Taya’s glow turned darker with a blood-red current flickering around her heart. “They probably are the souls of well-meaning but . . . Aunia, sometimes those in power believe manners are beneath them.”
“Taya.” Niall’s tone sounded like a warning.  
“Basil said we’re to treat her like family and she deserves to know what dangers may face her.” Taya knotted the last stitch in place and wrinkled her nose. “And I’m not saying the flyers would mistreat you. But you must know those who come from noble-birth—” 
“You have known sorrow.” The words slipped from Aunia’s mouth without thought. 
“Not her,” Niall said. “Her parents. And not by flyers.”
“They didn’t help, though, did they?” Taya snapped.  
Aunia straightened. These people didn’t trust others either. And it sounded like they had cause. 
The sorrowful lilt to the distant violin changed, becoming sass and spring and powder blue. There were answers to get. “Where’s Basil?”
Taya pulled a canvas bag out from under the camp chair, one that Aunia hadn’t noticed before, and pulled out strips of crisp, white linens. “He wanted to talk to the flyer commander when he arrived.” 
“Basil can skip, can’t he?” Aunia said. She shivered a bit, remembering the strange sensation of being in two places at once. It was like sliding in and out of your skin. She had felt that when they traveled through the Boggleman’s veil tendrils, those wafts of translucent material fashioned from the betwixt of the worlds. If she could do something like that on her own, she could return to the Grashbear where Mathias told her a betwixting tunnel was at. 
“Yes,” Taya murmured, “But watch who you say that to. That kind of magic can get a person hung.” 
Aunia stayed silent as Taya finished wrapping Keston’s head with the fresh bandaging. When she finished, Niall gave a sharp whistle and two tousled-haired teen boys approached. They wore orange-red tunics with thick black and yellow trim. 
“Besnik and Camlo.” Niall rose from his stool. “Carry our young guest to my vardo, if you please.”
“Course,” the taller of the boys said, giving Aunia a wide grin. “You were there to see the wyverns fly, weren’t you?”  
“There were so many,” said the shorter boy, “And then Ag-Haggy exploding and—” 
“Ag-Haggy?” Aunia asked.
The taller boy pointed to the top of the tree hedge. “The mountain that looked like the wide tooth in a giant’s mouth.”
“Yes, boom!” the other boy said. “Big dust cloud and it crumbled into nothing.”
“How could you see that?” Aunia held Keston by the sides of his face to keep his chin from falling against his chest. 
“Don’t matter how we saw,” the shorter boy said. “You’ll tell us what you know, won’t cha?” 
“Besnik,” Niall said, “stop interrogating Rune’s daughter.”
Aunia jumped. “You know me?” 
“Come take the flyer, you idgits,” Taya said. 
The boys hurried forward and took Keston in their arms.
“Your parents stayed with us for a bit.” Taya pulled Aunia back. “Before I was born.”
“They stayed here?” Aunia said then clutched her fists. Was Taya distracting her deliberately? “Where are you taking Keston?”
“Niall’s vardo. Last one there. He’ll sleep off the potion.” Taya jabbed a finger at the slow-moving boys. “Get on with you.”
Aunia watched until the rover boys and Keston entered the wagon then she turned her attention to Niall. “Did you know my parents?” 
“Basil says you defeated the Boggleman,” Niall said. “You would have made a friend out of Basil just for that.”
“Because of Wendalin,” Taya said. “The Boggleman always gave her nightmares.” 
“Wenda . . .” Aunia shook her head. She was not going to allow them to distract her. 
“Basil means to talk to you . . . soon as he’s available.” Niall pulled a pipe from his pocket, bowed, and fled.
Back at the corral, Paderro had joined Tafiriel and Revellie but Mathias wasn’t anywhere to be seen. He was probably where Fallo was. 
Aunia hugged herself. The violinist still played as did the children under the yellow wagon but the sulky six-year-old on the wagon steps was gone. 






  
  Chapter four
Under the Vardo


Beware the words from liquid learnings. They may start with silliness but oft they break your heart — A Cold Festival adage
Mathias returned to the corral seconds after the rover boy left but he didn’t remain there. Instead, staying close to the rover wagons, he darted toward the front of the caravan. Eavesdropping wasn’t honorable but what choice did he have? Fallo, Basil, Tharon, and Lena strolled in the same direction on the road-facing side, less than two wagon-lengths ahead of him, their voices a tantalizing murmur. 
He had an idea of what Fallo might want to discuss with the rovers. The marble giant. After all, Basil had burst through the mountain riding the marble giant’s hand with a pack of wererats. But what could the rovers want with Fallo? For him to be silent about it? Is that why Fallo didn’t want anyone else listening?
The marble giant . . . a living creature. It still seemed so surreal along with Edvaras’ crackling thundercloud-shaped magic, and Aunia nearly stepping off of Tafiriel while they were in the air. 
Fallo may simply be mad at you, Tafiriel sent. 
He wasn’t mad at me at Aunia’s village when he discovered Rune. Mathias hit the edge of the make-shift corral and shimmied under the taut hemp ropes attached to a cornflower blue vardo. It still rankled that he was excluded when Fallo had met with some of the village heads and Rune after Fallo had threatened Aunia’s dad with a sword. That was only a week ago. I need to find out what’s hidden.
Maybe Fallo was looking to see what information the rovers had. These people, thieves and liars, weren’t only known for healing abilities. They were procurers of hard-to-find baubles, people, and gossip. 
Could it be about Aunia’s parents? Basil had said on the Grashbear that he knew both of them. But why would Fallo care? Mathias shook his head. It couldn’t be about Aunia herself . . . unless it was about what Cat was planning. But having Dar-Elect Nyrissa bring Fallo and the rest of them up on charges for abandoning their post wasn’t something the rovers would have interest in. Except for maybe selling that information. 
Mathias’ jaw tightened. Nyrissa already blamed him for the death of Zeller, her father. Would she blame him for the heebles that attacked Dalin too? Or rather, the deaths that happened while they were away in Aunia’s lands?
“You’re supposed to go round the other way,” a voice said from under the cornflower blue wagon. 
Gripping the rim of the waist-high wagon-wheel, Mathias ducked for a look. Four children sat beneath with a scattering of rag dolls and one child with a cat-cradle string laced between her fingers. “Apologies. I’ll go round.”
They giggled. 
A line of itchy sweat ran along his skin as he straightened. What he wouldn’t do for a bath, but Keston always said to act casual—like you belong. It’s how he’s never caught, Mathias told himself.
If you want to convince Fallo not to take Aunia back to her village, Taf replied, Do you really want to do this?
Mathias brushed against the gold-painted corner of the next vardo and looked over his shoulder. Paderro had taken position beside Tafiriel near the water buckets. He’s listening in on you, isn’t he? 
Taf stomped the grass once, then turned his hindquarters at Mathias. Revellie nickered and walked by Taf and Pad. A signal to proceed cautiously? Rev often provided a distraction for Keston when suspicious eyes needed to be diverted. She whinnied at him. Then again, it could be her way of asking to check on Keston. 
Tell Rev I’ll head for the fire soon. Mathias made himself droop his shoulders before slipping into the gap between the vardos as if he were returning to the fire where Keston and Aunia were. Stupid . . . sneaking under the eyes of the commander’s pegasus. 
He stepped out onto the road-side view of the caravan. Fallo and the rovers were more than two wagon lengths away and Aunia was talking to the girl in blue at the fire. Mathias frowned. Where was Keston? 
Rovers took him to lie down, Taf sent. They should be able to get you water.
A ghost of a smile touched Mathias’ lips. This was the closest Taf could get to lying if Paderro was listening in. The rovers, after all, probably could fetch him water should he ask. Lying down where? 
Inside a vardo. 
Mathias tightened a fist. He didn’t like the idea of Keston being stashed inside a rover’s home. But Rev would know if anything askew was happening. She’d fly to Keston’s rescue faster than Mathias could. He sucked in a breath and continued gliding toward Fallo, sticking as close as he could to a yellowish amber vardo with black and burgundy accents. Fallo and the rovers’ murmuring voices became almost clear. Because the rover party stopped. Mathias ducked between the amber and the orange vardos.  
“First,” Tharon declared, “I’ve no dealings with wererats and I do not condone any of my people speaking with them.”
“Fortunately, I and they were there,” Basil said. “Otherwise, our flyers wouldn’t have escaped the Grashbear. You know this band is different, Da. They’ve been keeping—” 
“Enough,” Tharon barked. “There are things I’ve agreed this flyer needs to know. And we’ll tell. And Fallo . . . afterward, I will be no longer in your debt.”  
Basil was right about his band of wererats being different, though Mathias didn’t understand why. What were they angling for by helping?  
Fallo’s tone turned angry. “You think a bit of gossip will pay off that—”
“Peace, commander,” Lena said. “We’ve grave news but needful before you fly into Dalin.” 
“Who said I was going to Dalin?” Fallo asked. 
Tharon cleared his throat. “I assume you’ll go after—” 
“Tharon. This is a conversation best told with mugs of ale, or stronger,” Lena said. 
“I will know how these wererats formed an alliance with . . .” Fallo’s voice drifted off as the party moved again. They paused at the back of the lead vardo, a rich crimson red. 
Moments later, Tharon’s voice drifted back. “So, is she behaving herself?” 
“Da,” Basil protested. 
Mathias peeped from behind an orange vardo, the second lead in the caravan. How did Tharon know of Aunia? Had Basil ratted her out about her magic on the Grashbear Mountains? His stomach turned queasy. With one of the mountain peaks pulverized, what should he expect? They probably heard the explosion from here. But Fallo could explain it away, should he choose. Just a simple explanation that it was all Edvaras’ magic. And oh, the talk when people realized that the rogue Chandarion’s magic was in the world without Edvaras. All the augury stories would be dusted off and retold. Doomsayers and quest finders. People would tell tales of seeing the marble giant from afar. They’d whisper in corners saying this is the time of the choosing. 
“She does her duty,” Fallo said, “And the Queen relies on her when she isn’t in with Syrick.” 
Mathias’ foot staggered and he almost lost his balance. Not Aunia. But who? He paused as a door creaked open along with the squeak-thump of someone stepping onto the vardo’s attached steps.
Mathias snuck another peek. Lena had already gone inside and Fallo was on the steps. 
“I’d wager most of the court forgets where she comes from.” Fallo ducked inside. 
“Da,” Basil muttered. “Don’t be asking him for help with Ella’s—”
“I’m genuinely asking about my daughter,” Tharon said. “I’d know if at least one of my children walks the path of the Augurites.” 
Basil looked over his shoulder and spotted Mathias. “The Augurite path twists, Da.”  
Ducking back, Mathias’ heart raced. He pressed himself against the orange-painted wood and tried to think of a reasonable excuse. 
More creaking footsteps entered the vardo and then . . . nothing. Had Basil not called him out? Maybe he recognized a fellow augurite, one that followed the augury. Or maybe Basil hadn’t really seen him. Mathias tapped at his thigh. There was a rover inside the Queen’s court?  
You know the girl, Taf sent. 
Do I? Who?
The red dar’s apprentice. You’ve spoken to her many times. 
Wendalin? Mathias ran a hand through his hair. She had the same olive-tinged skin and dark hair like Basil, the same high cheekbones. A nice enough girl. Helpful with keeping her royal highness from any true scandals. I’ll have to find out when we get back to Tatia how a rover got to be a dar apprentice. 
Does it matter? Taf sent back. She might become friends with Aunia.
Icy anxiety stabbed at the bottom of his ribcage. What exactly would he do now that he and Aunia were back in Tamore? He wanted to be with her but where could they go? Not his home. Not the capital. An answer for later. 
Mathias soft-stepped to the hedge side of the vardo line. He sank onto his haunches by the back wagon wheel and an open window. From within whispered voices drifted out, unintelligible until Fallo’s gravelly voice rang out. “The moons don’t add.” 
“I tell you, she is,” Basil said. 
“Just a doppleganger’s spell on a poor innocent,” Fallo said. “Who knows what she really was. I tell you Runoldi would’ve returned otherwise.”
Runoldi? Mathias swallowed hard. As in Ferris Runoldi? That was the name of the Mystic who was responsible for the Blood Ball. 
“Enough,” Tharon said over a wooden thump. “What we need to discuss is what to tell her.”
“You daft?” Fallo said. “I may not believe but I won’t see her hung as a murderer’s daughter.”
Who are they talking about? Mathias sent to Taf.
I do not hear them. 
Mathias closed his eyes. It was likely that Taf had spent his magical energy for this day. Get some rest.
You should too.
“Runoldi is no murderer,” Basil said, “Aeryk had—”
“You cannae be pinning any of this on Aeryk,” Fallo said. “The man was betrothed to the heir. What purpose would it serve?”
Mathias leaned forward, his fingers brushing the grass. What information did the rovers think they had on the traitor king-consort? And did it matter? Aeyrk da Wyvert had been executed years ago.
“Basil, enough.” Lena said. A hissing rush of pouring liquid followed. “How about you tell us what happened on the Grashbear instead?” 
“The red marks on my face. Right.” Fallo said. “I encountered ruork faeries in a blade-cave.” 
“Wouldn’t have gotten stung up if you stopped consorting with faeries,” Tharon growled. 
“Tharon,” Lena protested.
“Consorting?” Fallo said. “I came to the aid of one of my men. He was being attacked by wyverns.” 
“Attacked,” Tharon repeated. “What are you doing in the mountains that’s provoking them?”  
“I think Tharon is asking,” Lena said. “Is why you were on Grashbear in the first place?”
Fallo snorted. “A flyers business is his own.” 
Annoyance crept into Lena’s voice. “Don’t you get it? Talk is spreading about the harm that flyers do. Is that what you’re—”
“Harm?” Fallo barked. “We protect the people. If we hadn’t sent the wyverns packing—”
“And the flyers were chasing a wererat over the Grashbear,” Basil interrupted. “One of their unit had been bit at a Besmarion festival.”
“Yes, you should know about wererats,” Fallo growled.
“I told you my band is different,” Basil said.
“Your band?” Tharon’s pitch went up.
“Stop it,” Lena said and a chair leg scraped. “Fallo. The border spell fell, didn’t it?” 
“Why,” Fallo asked, “would you say such a—” 
“Because,” Basil interrupted, “the walking mouths wouldn’t have attacked if—” 
“Firelings,” said Fallo. “It had to be because of firelings.”
Mathias blinked. Firelings? He hadn’t heard of that Adarian cult since he was little. They had, he’d been told, been the reason why Dar Syrick placed the border spell around Tamore in the first place.    
“No. It was the Boggleman,” Basil said. “Why make that face? You’ve seen him. Why deny, here of all places, what your eyes have witnessed?”   
“Fallo,” said Lena. “We’re afraid. As we and everyone else in this country should be. We need to know where these walking mouths have come from and better . . . how do we be rid of them?”
“You want to be rid of them?” asked Fallo. “Help me find a bit of marble from that giant. Basil rode on its hand. Surely, him or one of you can get me a scraping.”  
A rhythmic wooden tapping punctuated a long silence.
“Exactly how would a . . . scraping . . . from Hebsolum, guardian of the Eaburrai Court, help?” Basil asked.   
“It’s probably nothing more than a rock giant. Stop giving it mythical proportions. I need it to cure—” Fallo coughed before he continued. “Make our Queen strong and by doing that it helps all of us.”  
Cure the Queen? There wasn’t anything physically wrong with her. Mathias released his handful of grass and rubbed his fingers against the knee of his trousers. But there were whispers she was descending into madness like the infamous Queen Didianne. Dethroning Didianne in favor of her heir had kept war from springing between Tamore and the neighboring kingdom of Adar. It was possible that Fallo was lying. After all, he told Aunia’s village that the marble would be used to get rid of wererats. 
“We support her majesty,” Lena said, “we always have but we’re heading inland. Further out from these mountains.” 
“Cowards,” said Fallo.
“Fallo,” Basil said. “Hebsolum wouldn’t leave a part of himself behind and we must figure out how to be rid of these walking mouths.” 
“These so-called farmers that visited told us that Dalin’s storm disintegrated the beasts,” Lena said. “But I know of no legal means to call up a handy storm for when they come back. These things we should all be afraid of. They don’t care if you’re low-born or noble. Flyer or rover.”
Mathias’ breath froze in his chest. 
“Why don't you believe they were farmers?” Basil asked.
“Their hands and their bearing were too soft,” said Lena. 
“Well, my cup’s empty,” Fallo said with a scraping of chair legs, “And this has been a waste of my time.” 
Mathias shifted to stand before he was discovered. 
“There’s reason why no one cushions a blow for you,” Tharon said. 
“Indeed,” added Lena. “Sit. We’ve bad news for you.” More liquid poured. 
Mathias gripped another handful of grass. 
“There’s no way to soften this but,” Lena said. “One of your men went headfirst over the wall into those walking mouths.”
Mathias slid from haunches to backside. Jules? 
I can still sense Brinsaber, Taf sent. 
Breath seeped back into Mathias’ lungs. When a pegasus’ flyer died first, the pegasus would return to the wind, whatever that meant. They simply disappeared like Startengo, Zeller’s pegasus, when Zeller breathed his last. Mathias shook himself. But for Brinsaber to still be in the mortal world . . . Jules had to be alive. That meant the dead flyer had to be one of the knight-sons, one of Fallo’s kin.
“How?” Fallo croaked. 
Taf, can you hear the knight-sons’ pegasi? 
“Some say it was Lord Emmet,” Lena said.
“Or faebloods,” said Tharon.
“There’s nothing a faeblood would gain by attacking flyers,” Basil muttered. 
“Basil. We’re simply repeating what we heard from these farmers,” Lena said. “They had escaped Dalin.”
“So was—” Basil stopped mid-sentence. “Where are these farmers now?” 
I’m not hearing either of them, Taf sent back. 
“They went northwest,” Lena said. “In the direction of Vraelsfork.”
“Well, we’ve given you the news,” Tharon said. “Dreadful news. What do you plan to do with it?”
A thud hit, like a fist hitting wood. “If someone’s killed one of mine,” said Fallo, “He’ll pay, even if he’s a lord.” 
Mathias’ shoulder eased. He was speaking like a true commanding flyer. The lingering animosity Mathias felt for Fallo drained out but a bit of sorrow filled its place. Mathias never liked either of Fallo’s kin, sons born from Vraelsfork knights, but they were still flyers. The only balm they could offer would be justice. Any flyer deserved that much. And there was hope of finding Jules. 
“What of the girl, Aunia?” Tharon asked. 
Mathias pulled himself back onto his knees. Taking Aunia into Dalin, a potentially hostile territory, and with her proclivity of bringing unwanted magic or faery creatures . . . it would be like adding black powder to a fire.  
“We’ll return her to her village after this is over,” Fallo replied.
Mathias’ attention snapped to the window shutter and its soft swaying. He would not be sending Aunia back. 
Tell Fallo of the faery repellent, Taf sent. Tell him she’s needed here.
“You can’t,” Basil said. “The Boggleman’s after her.”
“Boggleman,” sneered Fallo. “She said that to sweet talk her way over the Grashbear. And Mathias was fool enough to believe her.”
Mathias throttled the grass beneath his fingers. The Boggleman absolutely had been after Aunia. Thankfully, he had plummeted to his death. Surely Basil had seen that as well. But. . .  Fallo knew about Jaia from the time the villagers spread the repellent on the village wall. And, Fallo had seen heebles attacking Glevis. Telling Fallo that bringing Jaia salve to the Queen would be a royal gift, might do the trick. Might be enough to get them out of trouble as well for when Cat’s men and women came to arrest them.    
“We’ll keep her safe here with us until you are done in Dalin,” said Tharon.
“Safe?” Fallo said. “Well, I don’t see a better choice. But I’m
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