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            DEAR READER

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to the world of Kaiatan!

      

      If you’ve been here before, maybe to read about some Unexpected Heroes, then what you need to know is that these stories all take place long, long before then. In fact, they’re so old that the stories have passed into legend. You might recognize them and think you know what happened, but here are the true stories.

      

      If you’ve never been here before, I could give you a lecture about this not being Earth, which is pretty obvious if you notice the colors of the sky and ocean. I could talk about the four different countries and the four races: the winged Iojif, the gilled Nokai, the shapechanging Darrendrakar, and the desert Iskrins.

      

      Or I could just throw you into the world and let you see it for yourself… That sounds like more fun. Just remember, these tales are all from far back in the misty reaches of time.

      

      Come find out what really happened…

      

      Marty C. Lee
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1 DISASTER


          (AKASHA, IOJ)

        

      

    

    
      As soon as she received word, she set off to rescue him.

      The Legend of the Flute Player

      

      I’ve been captured.

      Fala Ilmarinen stared blindly at the dirty, crumpled letter in her hands. The messenger had brought it in that state, though the wax seal had somehow still been intact. Now opened, the broken seal taunted her with the shadow of her broken betrothal.

      She wept silently. Not broken yet, but it was only a matter of time.

      A breeze trickled through the large, unshuttered window of her bedroom, tickling her feathers and tempting her with a good flight. Fala absently spread her wings to catch the draft, without taking her gaze from the trouble in her hands. The day was warm and sunny, too lovely for such bad news.

      The crooked letters on the parchment wavered in her vision. Zafrir Kyveli is holding me in his fortress.

      If Avari didn’t come back before the wedding, the marriage contract would fail. What would her family do? Her parents had tried for years to find her a suitor, but no one wanted a plain girl with boring brown sparrow feathers and no riches to bring to the union. If Masiela House hadn’t decided they wanted the small piece of land by the river badly enough to exchange their youngest son for it, the Ilmarinens would have quietly sunk into obscurity and starvation.

      And now that stupid feud with Kyveli House would ruin everything. She had never gotten a straight answer among the rumors about the cause of the quarrel. If it was too horrible to talk about, what would the Kyvelis do to her betrothed?

      The breeze ruffled her plain brown hair, too straight and fine to stay properly pinned back. She was homely, old, boring, and poor. She would die a spinster, which would bother her less if it involved more time and food. Her parents had been quietly declining for years, and though she had hidden the latest inventory report from them, she knew starvation was around the corner.

      Someone in my House betrayed me, so I can’t ask my family for help.

      Fala had always known this marriage was less urgent to the Masielas than to her family. In fact, she was sure they agreed to a wedding rather than an outright purchase of the land only because her dower would cost them less, since their son himself theoretically made up the difference in value. They certainly didn’t esteem the union enough to introduce the bride and groom to each other. But she hadn’t known they prized Avari so little they would abandon him to Kyveli House. But who was actually responsible, the head of the House or someone else? And why?

      Please send someone to rescue me.

      Fala dropped the letter into her lap and buried her face in her hands. Avari had obviously forgotten — or never paid attention to — the resources of her family. The entire household consisted of herself, her elderly parents, and one equally elderly cook who also did the gardening and stayed partly from loyalty but mostly because she had nowhere else to go.

      Perhaps Avari expected Fala to hire someone. A bitter laugh escaped. If she had money for a mercenary, she would have enough to buy food. As if to punctuate her thoughts, her stomach growled. Downstairs, the cook would serve herself and Fala’s parents. Fala, as usual, would skip lunch. She no longer bothered with a pretext but merely stayed away from the kitchen until dinner. The less she ate, the longer their small garden could feed them. When winter arrived in a month or two, their meager food stores would keep them alive for only a few weeks.

      Until Masiela House revealed Avari’s absence and canceled the marriage contract. Then Fala would still have to sell the land, desperate enough to take whatever price she could get. The Masielas might even purchase it for less than her contracted dower, leaving her with no marriage, no home, and nowhere to go.

      How long would her family last then?

      Fala wiped away despairing tears and jumped to her feet. Angrily pacing from one side of her tiny bedroom to the other, she tried to think. She couldn’t ask Avari’s family for help without knowing who the traitor was. Her family was out of the question. Hiring someone was impossible. And without the marriage to save them, her parents would die.

      But she could do nothing about it. No woman could travel alone for hundreds of miles and expect to arrive safely. The Kyveli wouldn’t listen to a mere woman, either.

      If only she were a man — a warrior. Better yet, the leader of an army.

      She paused in front of the mirror. She knew why the Masielas wanted the marriage, but why had Avari agreed? He wasn’t getting anything from the deal but an unwanted wife, as plain as a man.

      As plain as a man… Fala squinted at her reflection, then yanked her skirt backwards between her legs to mimic pants.

      As plain as a man… And after years of cleaning, gardening, wood chopping, and everything else, she was nearly as strong as an ordinary man, though not as much as a warrior.

      Wild hope ran through her heart like a tornado, and she took a deep breath to calm herself. She must think this through very carefully. One step at a time.

      First, could she disguise herself well enough?

      Fala turned sideways and pulled her dress tight. Hmph. Two years of no lunch made that easier, too, though it had never been much of an issue. For the first time, she was thankful for her height and resemblance to her father. If she cut her hair, she would easily look like a boy. Her lip quivered, and she bit it firmly. It wasn’t as if she had any beauty to ruin.

      Second, food. Easy enough. Her work in the garden had taught her edible plants, and in the past two years, she had used her father’s slingshot to hunt small game.

      Third, what reason would she give for traveling?

      With no goods, she couldn’t pass as a merchant. She couldn’t pretend to be a messenger lest someone try to hire her. Her gaze fell on the music stands crammed into the corner. Though most of her skills were practical, meant to care for a household, she had taken music lessons until the family finances withered a few years ago. The harp was too large to carry, but either her lute or the recorder from her earliest lessons would allow her to request shelter as a traveling musician, which would also reduce the amount of time she must spend hunting food.

      Fourth, how would she defend herself and free Avari?

      She had no weapons. Well, just her slingshot. Fala rolled her eyes. More likely, she would have to find a way that didn’t rely on weapons at all, but actual plans would have to wait until she arrived and gathered more information.

      She had little chance of succeeding, but if she stayed here, her family had no chance at all.

      Fala hurried downstairs. After stopping in the hall to calm her breath, she poked her head into the kitchen with what she hoped was a sunny smile. Her parents sat at the table, picking at their old bread and leftover salad.

      “Mother, Father, I need to make a trip to prepare for the wedding. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      She waved cheerfully and rushed away before they could ask questions.

      Her father’s closet yielded an outgrown pair of pants and two old shirts loose enough to aid her disguise. He only had one jacket, but she grabbed it anyway. If she wasn’t back by the time the weather cooled, he would have bigger problems than no jacket.

      Fala dashed back to her room and cut her hair to just long enough to tie at the back of her neck. Though her hair and wings were an ordinary brown, she wanted no clue to her actual identity. She managed to blacken her hair by herself, but she couldn’t possibly reach all of her wings. She almost gave up in tears before she remembered the feather-painting salon in town.

      After carefully dressing in her father’s clothing over a figure-flattening vest, she found a bag in her closet and added a comb, soap, fishing line, and a blanket. With a bit of food and a musical instrument, it would be heavier than she had anticipated. So, her recorder instead of her lute, then. Besides, the recorder wouldn’t lose its tuning. She slid it inside and flew out the window toward town.

      To her surprise, the salon accepted her male guise and took her order without a sideways glance, welcoming her to town as if she were a newcomer or traveler. Was she so ordinary that no one remembered her face? Perhaps, or this might be proof her disguise was as effective as she hoped. Who would expect a proper young lady to be dressed like a man? Fala spoke as little as possible to avoid breaking the illusion. It took the last of her tiny savings, but her wings were soon dyed black to match her hair.

      Next, she went to the city library. Though it was much smaller than the Great Library in the capital city of Vasi, it had a decent map collection. She traced the way between Akasha and the Kyveli lands, noting landmarks, obstacles, and potential places to stay as she traveled. Even by wing instead of foot, it would take her days if everything went perfectly, or weeks if she had to spend much time foraging or dodging danger.

      A librarian started blowing out lamps, and Fala returned the maps. She headed for the door, then paused. Night had fallen, but with no money, she couldn’t rent a room in an inn, and she certainly couldn’t go home looking like this.

      Perhaps it was for the best. If she left now, no one would see where she went. She tied her jacket firmly shut and walked north out of town, flapping her damp wings. By tomorrow, her feathers would be dry enough to fly.

      Alone, unarmed, and without supplies. Desperation swamped her like a cold downdraft. She must be crazy, but what else could she do?
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        * * *

      

      Halfway through the night, Fala climbed a tree and wedged herself into an uncomfortable fork in the branches. Blue dawn woke her from poor sleep, and she painfully worked herself out of the tree. Edible weeds made a scant breakfast, and by the time the sky lightened to day’s apricot, she was ready to go. Since her feathers were dry, she sprang into the air and flew northeast.

      Below her, the hills of home flattened into the wide plains of central Ioj. Every few hours, she landed by water to drink and forage and stretch her tired wings. She had never flown this much, and every muscle burned and cramped. If possible, she would have flown for the morning and made an early night of it, but she didn’t have time. Aching though she was, she must keep going.

      At night, she landed in a village and nervously offered music in exchange for dinner and a place to sleep. The local inn, a room behind the stables that sold food and drink, accepted with no questions.

      After playing for an hour or two, Fala gulped a mug of hot onion soup and rolled up in her blanket in the farthest corner of the dirt floor. Though she listened breathlessly for anyone to discover her disguise, the sounds in the inn merely changed from stories and bragging to dishwashing and snoring, and eventually exhaustion won over her sore muscles.

      She left early the next morning, flying all day between rests. That night, she again bargained for food and shelter. This time, the innkeeper cheerfully questioned her about her journey and asked her name.

      Fala blinked, blowing a quick tune on her recorder to demonstrate her skills while she thought quickly.

      “I’m Marin,” she finally said, hacking her family name short, then deflected any further questions by asking the innkeeper’s favorite songs and complimenting the scent of dinner before she settled in the corner to play for the customers.

      Dinner was a delicious lamb roast, and in the morning, the innkeeper gave her a loaf of bread for breakfast and an open invitation to return if she passed that way again.

      With a full stomach, the flying was easier despite sore muscles, and Fala made good progress all morning.

      Around noon, when she was looking for water and a place to stop, she spotted three people riding horses below her. Though common for freight, not many Iojif rode horses rather than fly, and Fala swooped in a circle to watch. After a few minutes, she noticed the two pursuers carried weapons. It was not a race below her, but a hunt, and the first rider was the prey!

      Then the lead horse stumbled and the quarry fell off, rolling across the ground with a crunch Fala heard even from high above. Without a thought, she whipped out her slingshot and aimed a pebble at the flank of the first hunter’s horse. It whinnied and bolted, dumping its rider, who promptly sprang into the air and flew off with a worried look at her over his shoulder. She aimed her next rock at the last rider’s weapon hand. Judging by the pained scream and the dropped weapon, she hit her target. He galloped after his companion.

      Fala circled again, scolding herself for idiocy. How did she know whose side she should be on? If anyone’s at all! Perhaps she had just saved a criminal from law officers.

      Below her, the quarry moaned, and his wings twitched awkwardly. If he was a dangerous criminal and she landed within his reach… But he needed help, and she was the only one here.

      Stupid, she was stupid. Nonetheless, Fala landed nearby and cautiously approached. “Can I help you?”

      He jerked to look at her, then winced. “Are you why they left? Then you have already aided me.”

      He rolled to a sitting position, though his creamy wings hung badly and one was spotted with blood.

      Fala stepped closer, curiosity burning. “Why were you riding horses? What did those men want?”

      The man grinned crookedly, even as he tried to straighten his wings. “I broke a wing in my youth and have ridden horses ever since. I’ve made such a profit breeding horses that my neighbors decided to steal them. Alas for me, I was in their way when they raided my stables. Alas for them, I was riding my best stallion. Oh, where is he?” He craned his neck.

      Fala pointed. “Two of your horses are still running loose. Will they go home by themselves, or should I try to catch them?”

      The man untied a small pouch from his belt and offered it to her. “Sugar makes good bait. If you can get any of them back here, I can ride home.”

      She took the bag and flew toward the closest horse, the famous stallion. He had already come to a stop, and with the help of the sugar, she tempted him back to his owner.

      While the man worked to remount, she tracked both of the other horses, since the other assailant had apparently abandoned his mount and flown after his accomplice. When she returned with both horses in tow, their master nearly cried, petting their glossy hides and cooing to them.

      “My name is Sahali,” he said. “Come back with me. Let me reward you for your good work this day.”

      Fala shook her head. “I need no reward.” Her stomach growled, and she amended her statement. “I could use some food, actually. And a chance to rest my wings.”

      Sahali laughed. “Those I have in abundance. Come, my young friend, keep me company and ease your wings on the way.”

      He coaxed her onto the back of a horse, though he kept the reins in his own hands to ease her nervousness. While they rode slowly back to his estate, they chatted. She again gave her name as Marin and told the same story of traveling entertainment.

      After reaching Sahali’s house, he fed her a generous meal while his injuries were treated, then loaded her bag with food and yet again begged her to name a reward.

      And how could she accept payment for something she had done by reflex? Fala shook her head. “I need nothing else.”

      “I value my horses more than a bag of food,” Sahali said wryly, “much less my life. At least take this ring from me in token of friendship.” He pulled a plain gold signet from his finger and pressed it into her hand, curling her fingers closed around it. “If ever you need me, you have only to return it to call me to your side. Don’t bother to argue, for I won’t take it back.”

      Reluctantly, Fala dropped it into her pocket. Shouldering her nicely heavy bag, she nodded. “As a token of friendship. Good flight, my new friend.”

      “Good flight.” Sahali clapped her on the shoulder and backed up to let her spread her wings.

      In a moment, Fala was back on her way. All that fuss for a couple of pebbles in the right place. If only the rest of her mission would go so easily. Despite her worries about the future, a smile tugged at her lips.
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2 TRAVELS


          (NORTHEAST ACROSS IOJ)

        

      

    

    
      On her way, she had many adventures.

      The Legend of the Flute Player

      

      Two days later, Fala calculated she was almost to the Kyveli province. At least, she thought she recognized the fork in the river from the map she had studied in the library. The thought of stopping early was so tempting she almost landed immediately. Instead, she swooped lower to double-check her position, and movement in the water caught her eye. If fishing was easy here, a stop would be worth her time. Even if it took her the rest of the afternoon, she could camp early and leave in the morning with a full stomach.

      But she’d never seen a fish with such vibrant light green scales and a… wing? Someone was drowning!

      She folded her wings and dove nearly straight down, landing on the riverbank with a thump. The river-soaked wing thrashed above the water again, as did a small hand.

      Fala dumped her pack on the ground and rummaged through it. Rope, rope, why didn’t she have rope? The wing submerged, and the hand clenched on air, grasping for nonexistent help. No time. Fala whimpered and grabbed her fishing line. She made a loop in one end and tried to throw it around the waving hand, but without a weight to direct it, the line wafted to the wrong place.

      As she pulled the rope back for another try, the hand disappeared again.

      This time, it didn’t surface.

      No, no, no. Fala jerked the line around a tree and waded into the water.

      The river was cold, much colder than the air, and she immediately started shivering. Within a few steps, the water rose to her thighs, then her waist, and still she couldn’t see the green wings. As the river reached her shoulders, she waved her arms through the water, blindly searching.

      Nothing. Nothing. Had she failed? Was the child swept away already?

      Still nothing.

      Something brushed by her, and she clenched desperately at the bit of fabric. Please, let it be the boy. When she dragged her heavy catch to the surface, it turned out to be a sleeve. She gasped with relief as another yank found his shoulder, and a third hauled a small head above the river current. The child’s eyes were closed, and as Fala lifted the youngster higher, water ran from his mouth. Was she too late after all?

      “Come on,” Fala pled, pulling on the line with one hand while she propped him against her shoulder with the other — no, her, since she was wearing a pretty blue dress. “Wake up. Breathe!”

      She paused for a moment to beat the girl’s back.

      Nothing.

      Pulling harder and angling through the icy current, she slogged toward the bank. It felt like an eternity before she reached the shore, but it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes since she first spotted the drowning girl. Too many minutes?

      Please, Irajahan, spare her life, she prayed.

      As soon as her feet hit solid ground, Fala heaved the girl onto her stomach and pressed on the child’s back between the vivid green wings. “Breathe!”

      An appalling amount of water streamed from the girl’s mouth with every compression, but finally, no more came. Fala pushed once more, sobbing with frustration and sorrow.

      “Breathe,” she begged.

      The girl didn’t move, and her cold body was so still.

      Fala let go and covered her face. She had been too slow. She should have had a proper rope. She should have moved faster. This was her fault.

      The girl coughed, and as Fala dropped her hands to stare, the child gagged and spit up more water.

      “Mama,” she wailed, then coughed again.

      Oh, Irajahan, thank you, Fala prayed, wrapping the girl in her blanket. She picked up her bag and cradled the child in her arms. Which way was home? But while Fala turned in circles, panicked shouts came in the distance. That way, then. She shrugged the girl higher and trudged away from the river, following the noise.

      Within a few minutes, a tall man swooped from the air. “Aerilyn,” he gasped, reaching for the child.

      “Are you her father?” Fala shifted the child into his arms. “She fell into the river.”

      “No, her uncle, Esen. You saved her? Please come with me.” He clutched his niece tighter and bellowed, “Solana, over here!”

      Fala clutched the strap of her bag. She couldn’t afford attention, especially when her wet clothes clung to her. As she edged backward, a pretty woman flew down and wrapped her arms around Aerilyn and her uncle, kissing the girl’s face and sobbing. Both siblings had matching green wings, darker than the child’s. Esen muttered something, jerking his chin toward Fala, and the lady turned, one hand still clutching her daughter.

      “Thank you, thank you. She slipped away, and I didn’t realize—” Solana’s lip trembled, and she clamped her mouth shut for a moment. “Thank you for my daughter’s life. Please, come to the house and get dry.” She let go of her daughter only long enough to grab Fala’s arm.

      “You’re welcome,” Fala said, “but really, I’m glad I was there. If you’ll give me back my blanket, I’ll be on my way.”

      She tugged the front of her shirt away from her chest, hoping the wet fabric hadn’t already betrayed her gender.

      “I can’t give it back to you all wet,” Solana insisted. “Surely you can stay for a few hours to dry?” She glanced at the afternoon sun. “Or stay the night? Please, let us thank you properly.”

      Fala tugged on her shirt again. The longer she stayed, the more likely her disguise would be discovered. The wind picked up, and her wet clothes chilled almost instantly. She shivered, teeth clacking together, and reconsidered. With clothes, jacket, and blanket wet, she would never get warm. As long as she was careful, she could surely manage a few hours of company while she dried. After all, the patrons at the inns had never guessed, nor had Sahali.

      “Thank you,” she stuttered. “I accept your hospitality for the night. My name is Marin.”

      “Oh, good.” Solana beamed and turned to murmur to her daughter, but she kept one hand clutched firmly around Fala’s shivering elbow.

      As they walked, they were joined by more relatives and servants who had been searching for Aerilyn. Some of them stayed close, on foot or wing, while others flew ahead to prepare.

      The house was nearby, nearly hidden from aerial view by a grove of trees. It was smaller than Sahali’s mansion, and she was ushered into a warm, sunny kitchen instead of a parlor. Though perhaps that was more because of the water dripping from her clothes rather than any informality. She didn’t care why, only that it was warm. By now, she was half frozen, and her teeth hurt from chattering.

      Fala stood awkwardly by the door, dripping cold, muddy river water onto the gleaming floor. A horde of relatives and servants streamed through the kitchen and into different rooms, shouting instructions and gathering food and blankets.

      As soon as the little girl was carried farther into the house, Fala was shown to a steaming washtub behind a screen by the fireplace. A brother or nephew or servant or whatever offered to help “Marin” with “his” bath, and Fala shook her head as vigorously as she could manage, clutching her bag to her chest. Hot water sounded almost painfully wonderful, but she couldn’t ruin her disguise now.

      Though she meant only to hide anything her wet clothes might reveal, the man raised his eyebrows and stepped back. “No one will touch your things. You can spread your clothing on the chairs or screen to dry.”

      Heat rushed to Fala’s cheeks. “But what should I — I don’t have — I mean, a shirt, but⁠—”

      She inhaled to make herself stop babbling. To add to her misery, something delicious-smelling was making her stomach rumble loudly.

      The man blinked, then smoothed his face to a polite mask. “I would be happy to bring you something to wear while we launder your clothing.”

      And what choice did she have? If she caught pneumonia, who would rescue Avari and save her family?

      Fala choked down her fear of discovery and said, “Thank you.”

      When the man left, she carefully arranged the screen to block all views, then scrambled out of her wet clothes. After tossing her jacket and outer clothes across the top of the screen to be washed, she hung her vest and underclothes by the fireplace. With a sigh of anticipation, she folded herself into the hot water.

      After rinsing her wings of dirty river water, she let them hang over the edge of the tub and immersed her body. Gradually, her shivers eased and her sore muscles relaxed. Her eyelids dragged with exhaustion, but she couldn’t sleep… yet…

      She woke some time later in cool water and with the lovely smell tempting her nose. Looking frantically around, she discovered no one in the kitchen, though her dirty shirt and pants had been replaced by another outfit. She had a clean pair of underclothes in her bag, but only one vest. Reluctantly, she put on the damp vest before donning the new pants and shirt. At least the screen had protected her ruse. Her gender, anyway. Her feathers had faded to the deepest charcoal gray instead of true black, and though she couldn’t see her short hair, she feared the same was true of it.

      As soon as she pulled back the screen, scraping it on the stone floor, the kitchen door opened. Solana and her brother entered. While Solana ushered Fala to a chair, repeating her earlier thanks, Esen dished up a large bowl of steaming vegetables and spiced meat. He placed it in front of Fala, then sat across from her with Solana.

      Barely able to restrain herself long enough for a muttered, “Thanks,” Fala dug in to the food, closing her eyes in sheer delight. The vegetables were crisp-tender, and the juicy meat was perfectly savory. If she wasn’t careful, she might drool on the ironed tablecloth. Even better, the bowl was piled high, and a nearby platter held bread so fresh it still steamed.

      She’d thought she could handle scant food supplies on this trip, since she commonly ate only two meals, but it had proven harder than expected. Her foraging barely supplemented her inn dinners, and all the flying burned energy she wasn’t replacing fast enough. Forgetting her company, she shoveled food into her mouth so fast she nearly burned her tongue.

      The siblings merely watched her eat, not speaking until she finished a second bowl.

      “How can I reward you for saving my daughter?” Solana asked.

      Fala shook her head. “Anyone would have helped.”

      Solana frowned. “There must be something.”

      Fala shrugged, and the damp vest shifted against her skin. She glanced at Esen, who wore a lovely embroidered vest properly over his shirt. “I could use a vest? An old, plain one is fine.”

      Esen laughed until Solana touched his hand.

      “Certainly,” she said. “And you may keep the clothes you are wearing, also.”

      “And we’ll send you with food, if you like,” Esen offered, handing Fala a spiced sweet roll. Despite his earlier laugh, which had sounded more surprised than mocking, his eyes were kind.

      “Then I shall count myself rewarded indeed.” Fala bowed her head in thanks.

      “If you ever need somewhere to stay,” Solana offered, “you are welcome back here.”

      “Or if you need a job,” her brother added.

      A contract was a contract, and the Masielas would enforce it. Fala shook her head, but said, “Thank you,” then attacked the roll.
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        * * *

      

      Fala slept on a cot in the kitchen and left early in the morning. Her pack held her own freshly laundered clothes and blanket and a new vest of plain sky-orange but fine stitching, with Solana’s crest embroidered discreetly on the pocket. An extra bag of bread and dried meat and fruit was slung across Fala’s chest. As she flew away, Solana and Aerilyn and the rest of the household waved.

      All day long, Fala flew. Her rest stops were shorter, thanks to the food from Solana, and her muscles ached less after the hot bath. By nightfall, she was within sight of the Kyveli lands, but not quite close enough. Reluctantly, she landed in a small town on the outskirts of enemy territory and wound her way through the market-day crowd to the inn.

      At the door, two burly men shoved past her, arguing in loud voices. Forced off the threshold by their flapping wings, she fell back against the building and covered her head.

      After a long moment, they were gone, and Fala slowly unfolded herself. As she struggled free of the shrubs that had grabbed her ankles, a sparkle caught her eye. She leaned over and dug through the twigs and dirt until she uncovered a pin shaped as a House crest. Unlike the plain steel one she had left on her dressing table, this one was gold and silver and decorated with colored jewels. It was beautiful and obviously very expensive.

      Fala hid it in her fist and wrestled free of the shrubs. Now that the doorway was clear, she made it inside the inn with no troubles. A server directed her to the innkeeper, and she ran through her familiar audition for music in exchange for food and shelter.

      Once they had struck a satisfactory bargain, she showed the innkeeper the jeweled pin. “Do you recognize this? Do you know where I could find the owner?”

      The innkeeper’s eyes shone with greed. “I can return it for you.” His fingers twitched impatiently beneath her hand.

      Fala pursed her lips. “I think I would prefer to handle it personally.”

      He glared at her. “I’ll tell him you have it!”

      She dropped the pin into her jacket pocket. “That will be quite satisfactory, thank you.”

      The innkeeper huffed and showed her to the corner where she could play her recorder.

      Before Fala’s dinner break, a tall Iojif with bright red wings entered, spoke briefly with the innkeeper, then headed directly for Fala with two armed guards following.

      “I hear you stole something of mine,” he commented mildly, though his hand was on his dagger.

      “I found something,” Fala said. “If you can tell me what it looks like, I would be happy to return it to its rightful owner.”

      She tightened her hand on her recorder and took half a step backward. Even if her slingshot were within reach, it wouldn’t help against the slender swords the guardsmen carried. Had the innkeeper really reported her as a thief?

      The red-winged man unbuttoned his jacket to reveal embroidery across his chest. “I lost a gold and silver pin with this crest.”

      “The innkeeper saw that much,” Fala said. Perhaps this was some plan between the two men to take what did not belong to them, and intimidation was part of the scheme. She squared her shoulders before continuing. “Can you prove it belongs to you instead of someone else in your House?”

      The man frowned but waved off his guardsman’s reflexive step and tapped a spot on the embroidery. “The jewel here, fell out last year. And my initials are on the back. SK, for Siroko Kyveli.”

      Kyveli! Fala gulped. Not the right Kyveli, but still, proof she was getting close… With shaking hands, she pulled out the pin and examined it. Yes, the tiny jewel was missing, and when she examined the back under the lamp, she could barely see “SK” engraved in the gold. So not a plot with the innkeeper, though he was glaring at her from the bar.

      Siroko raised an eyebrow.

      Fala nodded. “It is yours, sir.” She dropped the pin into his outstretched hand and picked up her recorder to play.

      “Is that all?” Siroko asked.

      Fala lowered her instrument. “I’m sorry, sir, that’s all I found.”

      She cast another glance at the innkeeper. How could she prove she had discovered nothing else?

      “I mean, don’t you want a reward?”

      Fala sighed in relief. “For returning your own belongings? Wouldn’t anyone do the same?”

      Siroko looked toward the innkeeper and grunted. “Perhaps, perhaps not.”

      He waved at a server and ordered three dinners, then sat at a nearby table with his guards.

      Fala shrugged and returned to playing, though she kept one eye on the armed guards and their frowning, red-winged master. She had returned his pin, so he couldn’t report her as a thief. Perhaps he was staying around because he liked music.

      Some time later, a server came to tell her it was time for her break, and he set her dinner at Siroko’s table. One guard pushed out a chair for her and glared. The steaming food was too tempting, and she sat, digging in as rapidly as she could move the spoon. If the Kyveli wanted to yell at her for something, he could do it while she filled her belly.

      Siroko said nothing until she finished eating, then he leaned back, balancing on two chair legs. “I find I can’t leave without giving you a reward. That pin is a memento from my father, and I treasure it. Tell me what I can do for you to avoid a shameful debt on my House.”

      “Kyveli House?” Fala gulped. “There is one thing.”

      Siroko barked a laugh. “I thought there might be.”

      “If you know Zafrir Kyveli, tell me what kind of music he likes? I’m heading in his direction next.”

      Siroko’s chair thumped to all four legs. For a moment, he merely stared at her, eyebrows knotted. “What kind of music he likes? I asked you to name a reward.”

      “Yes, that would help me the most.” She sat on her hands to keep them from twitching. If she knew how to please Zafrir, it would give her an actual chance to free Avari. Perhaps. At least it was more of a plan than she’d had before.

      Siroko examined her from head to wings, eyes narrowed. Finally, he laughed. “Very well, little man. I will grant your reward.”

      He sent a guard for parchment and ink and wrote a list of songs. “Here you are, Zafrir’s favorites.”

      He handed her the rolled parchment, then stood. His guards flanked him as he held out his hand. “Let me shake the hand of an honest man.”

      Thankful as never before for inheriting her father’s blunt fingers as well as his thin figure, Fala accepted Siroko’s hand clasp. His firm grip lasted only a moment, then he and his guards swept out of the inn. Left behind in her hand was a Kyveli pin of gleaming silver, beautifully crafted though it had no jewels.

      Fala sucked in a shuddering, thankful breath. With this on her shoulder, Zafrir would surely let her in.
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      She played her flute for the enemy for three days.

      The Legend of the Flute Player

      

      After Siroko left, Fala played the songs on his list, practicing until they were smooth and nearly perfect. Though she had somehow expected a Kyveli to have sophisticated tastes, most of the songs were common ballads of love and family and adventure. At the end of her shift, she slept in a dark corner, dreaming of freeing Avari and saving her family.

      Early in the morning, Fala left the inn without breakfast or directions, as the innkeeper refused to stretch his bargain to a bite of food or a scrap of information more than agreed, merely glaring at her as he pushed her out the door. Instead, Fala found a baker setting up his market stall and offered to help for a slice of bread. The job went quickly, and she was soon on her way with half a loaf of day-old bread and instructions to the home of Zafrir Kyveli.

      It wasn’t far, and as long as she reached it before the dark clouds hovering over her turned into a storm, she would arrive today. Once safe from prying eyes, Fala stopped long enough to pin the Kyveli crest to her jacket.

      The first two hours went well enough. The cloud cover made the air refreshingly cool, and Fala’s stomach was full. Then the clouds gathered faster, piling like a haystack at harvest. Though she had never been a particularly swift flyer, she flapped her wings hard instead of letting herself coast. If she didn’t beat the storm, she would have to wait until tomorrow to continue, and she was too close to wait. Muscles protesting, she flew faster. Above her, the clouds gradually grew darker, and the apricot sky deepened to rust.

      Landing would be safer. But she wouldn’t melt in a little rain, and she could see the Kyveli fortress from here. She was almost there.

      A crack of thunder made her flinch. Fala whimpered and stroked harder. Rain was one thing, but lightning was a much bigger problem. Landing in the middle of nowhere was suddenly dubious safety. She needed shelter, and the closest was the fortress.

      Another crack of thunder, and lightning illuminated half the sky. Too close, much too close. She could smell the hot whiff of the lightning. Fala tucked her wings and dove to a lower altitude. Pushing her aching muscles as much as possible, she flew toward the stone garrison.

      Lightning shot past her, close enough to make her hair stand on end, and thunder exploded in her ears. Fala dropped until she was skimming just above the ground.

      Then the thunder and lightning rocked the sky almost continually, as if the gods were playing drums and cymbals. The clouds split open, and freezing needles of rain stabbed her face and wings. Visibility shrank to nothing. Fala flew blindly, slowing to prevent herself from slamming into the stone walls that must, Irajahan willing, be somewhere close.

      For a long minute, she felt lost in the gray rain. Only her aching wings told her she was still moving. Her hair was plastered across her eyes, despite her new, shorter style, and rain stuck to her eyelashes, blinding her even more. The frigid rain cooled the air to near-winter temperatures, and her soaked jacket was useless.

      Then a dark mass rose in the grayness, and Fala jerked to the side, stumbling to her feet and letting her exhausted wings fold. In front of her was a gray stone wall, but not far to the left was a large wooden gate. She staggered sideways and pounded on the logs, shivering.

      “F-fair winds,” Fala shouted upward, stammering through her frozen lips. “Is a-anyone home?”

      No one answered, but the gate creaked open enough for Fala to slide through.

      On the other side of the gate, armed guards waited. Fala raised her shaking hands and let them search her, though once they saw the crest on her shoulder, they searched casually enough that they didn’t break her disguise.

      Bless Siroko for giving her the pin.

      One guard pointed toward the inner building. “Hurry inside.” He dragged her by the elbow, nodding to the servant who ran to meet them.

      Bless the storm for making them cold and anxious to hurry.

      As the guard went back into the rain, the servant threw a blanket around Fala and escorted her to a steaming bathhouse, tutting all the while. Just before he shut the door, he said, “Take your time, kinsman.”

      Bless Siroko twice. Fala choked back a laugh — or was it a sob? — and locked the door.

      The warm bath did much to restore her, and the dry clothes from Solana did more, even with her wet feathers. When she emerged, a warm bowl of soup finished the job. She told the helpful servant that she was making her way as a musician, and he promptly examined his schedule and assigned her a time to play during dinner. Until then, he assigned a young boy to show her around. At first, Fala let the boy lead her wherever he liked, but eventually she asked about the Kyveli captives.

      The boy blinked. “What captives?”

      Fala shrugged. “I suppose I assumed you have enemies, since you live in a fortress. Battles mean captives, sometimes, don’t they? Dungeons or unassailable towers? It all sounds so exciting.”

      It all sounded terrible, but the more information she could gather, the better chance she had of rescuing Avari.

      The boy frowned. “Sometimes, but the only dispute we have right now is with the Masielas, and that is no battle.” He brightened. “Oh, we do have one hostage, I suppose. The youngest Masiela is staying with us to encourage his parents to keep their word. I suppose he’s the closest we have to a prisoner, but he’s kept in a nice room and comes for meals with the family. You’ll see him then. He’s not very exciting.”

      Trying to hide her excitement, Fala nodded and changed the subject to a weapons display on the wall.
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        * * *

      

      At dinner, Fala was seated at a lowly table across the room from the family. One of the side tables held guards in matching livery, except for one seat occupied by a dark-haired and handsome man wearing an unchained manacle on one ankle. Avari! He picked at his food and glared at everyone. He seemed uninjured, and his hands and bright blue wings were free.

      Fala pursed her lips. He didn’t seem in much danger. Though perhaps she didn’t know the whole situation, and of course, losing one’s freedom was a problem all by itself. Whatever the case, if he was trapped here, he couldn’t fulfill his marriage contract with her.

      Once she gulped her delicious meal, she was escorted to a corner near the main table so she could play while the family finished eating. Three small children sat between a lovely, pink-winged woman and a stocky man with maroon wings who looked utterly unremarkable except everyone jumped to obey his slightest whisper. This must be Zafrir, the man who held Fala’s fate in his hands.

      She took a deep breath and started with the first song on Siroko’s list.

      To her disappointment, no one seemed to notice her choice. She finished and moved to the second song, and the third. Still no reaction. But when she began the fourth song about heart’s desire, the Kyveli lady smiled at her husband and twitched an eyebrow in Fala’s direction. Zafrir smiled, turning from an unremarkable man into a very charming one, and winked at his wife.

      Bless Siroko thrice. With a lighter heart, Fala worked through half her list, switching to other songs when Avari left with guards.

      When the servant returned to escort her to a room, he passed on the thanks of the lord and lady.

      Fala lay fully dressed in her bed in the male servants’ barracks with a wisp of hope cautiously winding around her heart. Her dreams were once again of freedom.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, she rose and went to the kitchen for breakfast, then volunteered to help with chores until it was time for her to play again.

      With a peculiar look, the head servant asked if she would like to spin.

      Without thinking, Fala made a face. Spinning was so boring. Even weeding was better, since it was out in the sunshine. Nonetheless, she should accommodate her hosts. She opened her mouth to accept the request, but the servant was already talking.

      “Yes, that’s what I thought. I told them they were being silly. Let me show you to the garden, then? Or would you prefer weapons practice?”

      “The garden is fine,” Fala said. Who was being silly? About what? As they passed the spinning room, she glanced in and saw only women, not even a single young boy helping with the carding or winding. Why would they ask her to spin if it was strictly a woman’s task here?

      Oh no. She gulped. Someone suspected her disguise. Had she done something in her sleep? Talked in her regular voice, perhaps? Fala squared her shoulders and tightened her jaw. She would have to be especially careful to look and sound like a man. Though they seemed to treat their hostage with kindness and were unlikely to harm her for her deception, she couldn’t afford to be evicted before she rescued Avari. Or arrested and held captive with him, and then her parents would truly be helpless.

      Fortunately, she was used to the hard labor of gardening, and she attacked the weeds with a hoe and all her energy, sure that while she worked, she would not look feminine.

      At lunch, she played first and again saw Avari. She was still eating when he rose to leave, but she grabbed her bread and followed some distance behind the last guard. By feigning interest in the wall decorations, she trailed them long enough to locate the hall where he was imprisoned, but that was as close as she could get. A burly guard with sky-orange wings crossed his arms and glared at her until she turned around and left.

      Fala spent her afternoon unloading supplies for the kitchen, thankful for the adversities that had hardened her muscles.

      At dinner, she played the other half of Zafrir’s favorite songs, and this time, he tapped his finger to the beat.

      She slept in the same barracks as before, ignoring the speculative looks from some servants. I’m a man, she chanted mentally, just an ordinary man. No need to look at me. Grumbling in a low voice, she turned her back and pulled her blanket over her head.
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        * * *

      

      The third day, she walked to breakfast in a crowd of servants, male and female. Just outside the kitchen, the cook was cursing a deliveryman. The entire hallway was covered in dried peas. The women in front of Fala squealed and picked up their skirts to watch their feet. As they minced across the peas, the men stomped forward with their usual heavy tread.

      As she reached the peas, Fala happened to glance at the cook, who was watching her with narrowed eyes. Not the other servants, just her. Ah, another test, then. What had she done to make them suspicious?

      Fala let her gaze drift casually past the cook as she strode firmly on the peas, crushing them underfoot as the men did. As soon as breakfast was finished, she grabbed a hoe and escaped to the garden.

      At lunch, she again played Zafrir’s favorite songs, and he nodded at her as he left.

      Though she frequently approached the corridor that held Avari, she could never get past the guards. While she chopped wood, she tried to determine which window was his from the outside, but she never saw him. Without more time to research and plan, she couldn’t rescue him that way.

      During dinner, Fala eavesdropped with great interest as Zafrir and his wife discussed Avari. It seemed that hostage or not, his family was not willing to fulfill their bargain. Their most recent letter invited Zafrir to keep Avari and consider it payment enough.

      And what about the marriage contract? Did they plan to break that, too, or did they think Fala would join Avari in captivity? Neither of those would help her family. No, she had to free him, somehow.

      What if Masiela House didn’t keep the contract even if she freed Avari? No, they would, because they still wanted her family’s land. As long as she had something they wanted, they would keep the bargain. Wouldn’t they?

      She had to believe it, or her family was already lost.

      The Kyvelis, unsurprisingly, didn’t find it satisfactory to support their prisoner forever.

      “And we can’t hang the mite-infested scoundrel,” Zafrir muttered with a nasty look at Avari, who was dropping bits of unwanted food onto the floor.

      Eventually, the discussion trailed into nothing, and after a final round of his favorite songs, Zafrir rose, his wife hanging on his arm.

      “I wish to thank you for your playing, Marin,” he said to Fala. “Do you plan to stay with us long?”

      Fala squeezed her recorder and tried to sound unconcerned. “Not long, no.”

      “Too bad. I would love to add you to my household, kinsman.”

      His wife nodded encouragingly.

      Fala touched the Kyveli crest on her shoulder and gathered her courage. This was her best chance to save Avari and her family. “I’m afraid I must leave, but if I have pleased you, I would ask a boon.”

      Zafrir raised an eyebrow. “You have lifted my cares from me for a few days. If your boon is reasonable, I will grant it. Do you want a purse? New clothes? A fine lute?”

      “Thank you, sir, but I would most like a companion in my journeys. I’m afraid I get lonely as I travel.”

      Zafrir narrowed his eyes. “I will not send a woman with you. My trust only goes so far.”

      “Oh, no, sir,” Fala blurted, stifling a laugh. “But — I heard you talking about your hostage. If — if you no longer want him, might he keep me company, instead?”

      Zafrir stared, then threw back his head and laughed. When his wife tugged on his elbow, he calmed to a mere chuckle.

      “You want my hostage?” he asked. “To drag him through a life of travel and hardship, hunger and work? Well, why not? He has proven useless at encouraging his family’s integrity, and I certainly don’t want to keep him. Yes, I agree. We will have him ready for you in the morning, whether he likes it or not.” He waved his arm at a guard, who trotted away.

      Fala nearly sagged with relief. “Thank you, sir. This means more to me than you know.”

      Zafrir snorted. “You might not be so grateful after a few days in his company. If you get tired of him, feel free to bring him back and stay with us.”

      He clasped Fala’s arm firmly, then turned to deal with his impatient children. Fala nearly danced to bed, only restrained by the knowledge that she couldn’t afford to let anyone suspect her more, not when she was so close to success.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, she arrived early for breakfast, then packed her things. She was all ready when the guards dragged Avari outside, whining and sagging in their hands.

      The guards wrestled Avari into a pack, then locked a leather cord into his manacle and gave Fala the free end and the key. They loaded their crossbows and threatened to shoot Avari if he landed while still in their sight. Zafrir and his wife called “Good flight” as Fala and Avari flew away.

      Fala concentrated on flying calmly, though she wanted to bolt at full speed. Soon, she could tell him he was free. To preserve her reputation, she couldn’t tell him who she was until the journey ended. If nothing else, gratitude should make him keep his bargain with her family.

      In a couple of weeks, they would both be home, and their wedding would proceed as planned. Her family would be saved. And as she and Avari grew to know each other, they might love each other, in time. If not, a steady framework of appreciation and hard work and companionship would make a good marriage.

      Once out of sight of the fortress, Avari yanked on the leash and tried to free himself. Fala held on, but the leather tangled around her legs and she spiraled out of control. Still connected, Avari fell with her.

      Desperately, Fala let go of the leash and let herself spin. The leather slid around her legs, burning through her pants, but it finally worked free. Fala snapped out her wings and grabbed for the leash at the same time. Her wings caught air, slowing her just enough for her to land heavily on her feet instead of her head. Avari jerked at the end of the leash, then landed roughly and stumbled to his knees.

      “You idiot,” Fala hissed. “What are you doing?”

      Avari grabbed a stick from the ground and lunged at her. She danced back too slowly, and he stabbed her ankle.

      “Ow,” Fala howled. “Stop!”

      “I’ve had enough of being a prisoner,” Avari screamed, scrambling to his feet and yanking on the leash.

      Fala let go. “I was freeing you, stupid!”

      She limped back, hands held out to show she had no weapon. Broken feathers in black and bright blue littered the ground.

      “I’ll make you let me go,” Avari screamed, then stopped and stared at the freed leather at his feet. “Freeing me? But why the leash, then?”

      “So the Kyveli wouldn’t suspect,” she said. “Idiot.”

      Keeping one eye on him, she crouched to examine her ankle. It didn’t seem broken, but blood was running into her boot. And it hurt more than anything had ever hurt her before.

      “But aren’t you a Kyveli?” He stared at the silver crest on her shoulder.

      “No. I got this from… a friend and let them assume what they liked so I could rescue you.” Fala removed the pin and tucked it in her pocket.

      “Oh.” Avari sagged, letting the stick fall. “So I can leave you now?”

      “If you want. Do you know your way home?” Fala rummaged through her pockets, then pressed her handkerchief to the wound.

      “Why would I know the way?” Avari asked. “I have people for that.”

      Fala snorted. “Then perhaps you shouldn’t attack your guide.” She tried to tie her handkerchief around her ankle, but it was too small.

      Avari sighed loudly. “Here.”

      A large embroidered handkerchief appeared under Fala’s nose. She took it, and after folding her own into a pad, tied his around the whole mess. It still hurt, but at least it wasn’t ruining her boot anymore.

      Fala picked up a few broken feathers, stood, and glared at Avari. “So, do you want me to take you home or not?”

      “I should have a cook and half a dozen guards and—” He inhaled and then sighed. “Yes, I want to go home.”

      Please, Fala thought, but she let it pass. “Then let’s get going.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Avari asked, shaking the leash.

      “I’ll remove it when I’m convinced you can behave.” As Fala sprang into the air, she thought she saw Avari stick out his tongue, but surely a grown man would be more mature.

      Fala flew slowly for the rest of the day, pacing their flight by the number of complaints from Avari. Apparently, his best pace was about half as fast as she had come on her own, and she was no athlete. She couldn’t tell if he couldn’t fly so fast or if he just didn’t want to. Even so, they reached her last inn stop shortly after dark.

      As soon as she unlocked his leash, Avari marched to the largest, fanciest inn and demanded a room. The innkeeper told him the price, and Avari waved at Fala with a bored look on his face.

      Face burning, Fala pulled him aside. “I have no money. You will need to pay.”

      “But, but—” Avari spluttered. “I have no money. I never carry my own funds.”

      Fala squeezed her eyes shut. “Do you trust me?”

      “Why should I?” Avari asked.

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      Avari folded his arms and pouted.

      “Then follow me.” Fala led the way to a smaller inn down the street, though not the one she had stayed in before. She wished she could find Siroko to thank him for all his help, but Avari would certainly not let her talk to any Kyveli.

      “Sit there and be quiet.” She pointed at a chair in the corner and glared fiercely until Avari complied.

      A few minutes of bargaining with the innkeeper led to sleeping space for both of them, though the second space took the place of dinner. All they had to eat was a bit of leftovers from the lunch the Kyvelis had sent with them. Breaking the news to Avari was more unpleasant than her empty belly, and she finally ordered him to be silent so his complaints wouldn’t scare off her audience.

      After her music shift, they rolled up in their blankets on the floor, and Fala went to sleep despite Avari’s muttered curses and criticism.

      In the morning, she had to shake Avari awake and drag him from the inn before he annoyed the servants with his comments. Once again, she helped a vendor set up his market stall in exchange for breakfast. It tasted fine to her, but Avari’s acid commentary made it clear he felt abused.
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