Songbirds
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Therain was hard, and cold, the village awe come sight. Reynado had been riding for days without
seeing any sgnsof civilization -- and he had thought that good. If he were to find the Songbirds, he
believed he would find them in thiswilderness at the very edge of the kingdom.

But even the best hunter wel comed arespite after days of unreenting rain. Thevillagewas asdismd as
the weather: smal hovelswith little more than a door, the occasiond house, and findly, at the end of
town, an inn that looked like it had seen better days.

At least it had astable. He dismounted and |ooked for a stablehand. Seeing none, he led Carato the only
gdl.

Hewould have tended her himself even if there had been a stablehand. She wasthe only pure white
horse in the kingdom. He never et anyone el se touch her -- only his brushstroke cleaned her coat, only
his hand fed her, and he cherished the smal nuzzle she would give his shoulder, or her soft Sghs of
contentment. They were hisbest reward, and hisonly red joy.

Hislifewas bleak -- had been since hewas aboy -- but he knew no way of improving it. He already
lived in the palace, and was the best in hisfield. He wasn't sure he had the capacity for love, and if he
did, hewasn't sureif it would improve hislife. The kingdom was a gloomy place, but he'd heard of none
better.

He'd only seen better in his dreams -- dreams he could barely remember.

The hay in the stallswas fresh. There was good food, severa buckets of rainwater, and surprisingly, a
handful of apples. He gave Caraone -- athank-you for carrying him so far -- and then he stroked her
velvet nose.

"If the stablehand shows up and givesyou trouble," he said, "call for me. Y ou know I'll hear you."
Shewhickered and nudged him, asif urging himto go indgdetheinn, and take care of himself.

He hated to leave her, but he redlly wanted awarm meal and a soft bed. If there was no room, held deep
inthe hay. Carawouldn't like it; shewanted privacy at night. But hewould rest easier, knowing shewas
dl right.

She nudged him a second time, and he smiled. "All right, I'll go. Sleep well."

But she wasn't looking at him any longer. Her head was bowed, and she was drinking from one of the
buckets held set near her. When he walked back into therain, it seemed asif she had forgotten al about
him.

* * % %

Theinn had one room left, so small that to cdl it acloset would beto giveit dignity. HeEd left it almost
immediately and headed into the tavern. Locals clustered around the wooden tables, drinking the
watered-down ae.

He picked atable in the back corner, close enough to the fire to get warm, but far enough away that no
onewould notice him. One of hisbest skillswas his ability to disgppear into his surroundings, to make
those around him comfortable by his quiet.



"We have mutton tonight,” the serving wench said. She had noticed him quicker than heliked. He looked
up at her with surprise. He hadn't even heard her approach.

She was young and thin, barely big enough to carry trays.
"Muttonisfine" hesad.

She nodded, and went away. He leaned back in his chair, legs stretched out before him, ankles crossed.
Hisdark pants, tucked into his scuffed boots, were wet and mud-covered. Only his shirt remained dry,
except on the shoulders, where hislong black hair dripped.

The tavern was clearly where the innkeeper made hismoney. Only ahandful of the locals were egting,
and once hisfood came he knew why. The mutton was old and gray, leaving apool of greasein the
broth, and the bread had mold on the corners.

Because he hadn't eaten in two days, he picked off the mold and choked down the bread, but the mutton
wasn't worth histime. He sent it back with arequest for cheese and some more bread.

It took the serving wench only afew momentsto bring him anew plate. The food on this one looked
appetizing. The bread was till warm. The cheese was a perfect white, soft to the touch. Obvioudy, the
innkeeper here had two kinds of food: the cheap horrible stuff for travelers, and the good food for
regulars. By complaining, Reynado had put himsdlf in anew category.

He thanked the girl and sighed as she walked away. He wished she were plump and world-wise. He
would have loved someone warm in his bed tonight. The road had given him achill. He hadn't expected
to have been traveling for so long.

Prince Tadeo had his heart set on a Songbird for the coronation. He had sent Reynaldo -- and no one
else -- after it. Reynaldo was the best magic hunter in the Kingdom, and thistrip was meant as an honor
-- or perhaps achance at humiliation.

He knew that the other magic hunters had snuck away surreptitiousy, hoping to beat him at the
profession he had invented. But they would not. In their entire careers, they only found the easy, obvious
creatures. It took Reynaldo's patience, his determination, and his stillnessto bring thetruly dlusive
cregtures out of hiding.

That, and his ability to find the remote places where the creatures lived in the first place. He had been the
only one of Tadeo's huntersto capture crestures like unicorns and seawitches. Histriumphsgave him a
room in the palace, afavored position at Tadeo's table, and abit of gold, but not enough to last him
through the long dry spells between Tadeo'swhims.

Songhbirds were proving the most e usive of the magicsthat Reynado had ever sought. Reynddo had
hoped that Tadeo wouldn't learn of them, but he did ayear ago when astoryteller visited court. The
storyteller told an ancient tale about the Songbirds and the days when their magic filled the kingdom.
Then they had served the king and, more than once, saved his crown.

Things had changed in the centuries since. For reasons the storyteler did not explain, the Songhbirds
rebelled. Most were daughtered, and the remainder -- it was said -- went into hiding. No one had seen a
Songhird in nearly athousand years.

Reynado had tried to tell Tadeo that, but of course the Prince didn't listen. Tadeo had been amagic
collector since childhood, and to get amagica creature thought extinct only increased the lure. Tadeo
thought it perfect for his coronation, haf ayear awvay. He wanted to reved the greatest magic of al on



that day.

Reynado sighed and ate the thick warm bread. It had afreshness that was foreign to histongue. Not
even the bread at the palace was this good. His second mug of adewas not diluted thistime, and the
cheese was the best he had ever tasted.

He was nearly done esting when the serving wench climbed on astool in front of the fireplace.
Conversation ceased, and Reynaldo pushed back his chair. The girl seemed too young to be the
entertainment, but she wrapped her hands around her knee asif she were accustomed to Sitting in front of
acrowd. She surveyed everyone before her gaze met his. She had very old eyes.

She leaned her head back, and began to sing without accompaniment. The hush in the room grew. Her
voice had arichness and depth that he had never heard in a human voice before. It had overtones,
undertones, and harmonicsal itsown.

Her first song had no words, and neither did her second. By thethird, he no longer listened for words,
only for tondities and phrasing. The sound of her voice sent shivers through him. The place seemed
brighter, thefire warmer, and the girl prettier.

Hefound himsalf wondering if hed had too much to drink, and knowing he hadn't. Hewaslistening to a
Songhird.

He had completed his quest.

* k % %

Reynado knew better than to capture her in public. He had some research to do. He needed to find out
if the girl'sfamily wereal Songbirdsand if the rest of the village knew it. The girl -- young as shewas --
might not be the best choice for Tadeo's collection. An older Songbird might serve better and not be as
hard to hold.

Magic, Reynaldo knew, was aways hard to hold, especialy for those who had none. He had captured
magic countlesstimes using only hisintelligence and his strength. Underestimating magic was dwaysthe
worst thing a hunter could do.

Reynado listened until the girl finished her miraculous concert. Theloca crowd gpplauded and then went
back to their de asif the girl had done nothing unusua. He dlowed himsdlf to be shocked and pleased,
made a point of complimenting her on the beauty of her voice, and got ablush in return aswell asafree
mug of de. But he asked no questions, sought no answers, just paid histable with one of hislast coins
and took the stairsto histiny room.

And there he collapsed on the bed, determined to have a plan by morning.

* k % %

Reynado dreamed of colors so bright that they hurt his eyes, scents so pure that they cleared his head,
and fabrics so soft that they soothed his skin. He had had dreams like this before. He believed they were
moments when he actudly touched magic, when he was dlowed to enter aworld where life was more
vivid, each sensation more profound than the one before. He knew if he stayed here long, he would never
want to leave. But he aso knew that he could not stay.

The colorsfaded first, then the scents, and finally the softness. He was cold and damp, and the bed
smdlled of swamp water. He stirred, realized that his face was wet, and opened his eyes.



Hewaslying face-down in arut on amuddy road. It was raining so hard that the rut wasfilling with
water. If hed dreamed much longer, he would have drowned.

Reynaldo sat up and wiped the mud from hisface. He was wearing his cloak and boots, even though he
had taken them off for bed. The cloak had been stolen from awater ef, and kept historso dry. But his
pants and boots were wet as they had been the night before.

Hewasin aclearing, and the road continued north into aforest of trees. The same forest he had seen the
night before at the edge of thevillage.

But the village itsalf was gone. There were no hoves, no smal houses, no inn. And no stable.

Cara. Hefdt his breath catch. He scanned the area, looking for her, hoping she was grazing beneath a
tree. He should have seen her white coat even if she were miles away, but he saw nothing except the
dark trees, mud, and the greenish gray grass.

She was gone. They had taken her, his prize possession, his heart, and his companion.

It was dmost as an afterthought that he patted his cloak, feding for his purse -- humble asit was-- and
couldn't find thet ether.

The great magic hunter had been robbed by his quarry. They had known from the beginning who hewas
and what he wanted, and they had toyed with him all night. Then they had |eft him here, alone, to die.

Although that wasn't accurate. He had clearly been at their mercy. They could havekilled him at any
point. They let him live asawarning, perhapsto Tadeo, or perhapsto himsdf.

But they had taken Cara, and no one did that. He had to find her. He couldn't imagine being without her.

Rain splattered around him. The puddie grew deeper, the mud thicker. He got up and shook his hair free
of hiscloak, and studied the area, looking for sgns of magic.

The clearing was an unnaturd one, with paths that branched off the road and then stopped. Large
patches of dead grass, and even larger patches of mud covered the ground. He saw bits of hay and horse
manure where the stable had recently stood.

The village had been here, just asthe inn had been here, just as the stable had been here. But it was dll
gone now.

Thewind came up, cold and biting, pushing Reynado back toward the palace. He stood his ground.

He had eaten fairy food and had awvakened hungry. He was not hungry now. He had dept the deep of
the enchanted and awakened exhausted. He was not exhausted now.

Obvioudy hismed and dreams had been asred asthey had aways been. During his deep, the
Songbirds had taken their village and left him behind.

If Reynaldo went back to the palace for help, he would have to admit hisfailure. Hisfalure would please
Tadeo dmost as much as success. Tadeo had been giving Reynado tougher and tougher assignments,
hoping for this day when his great magic hunter would fdter.

But Tadeo did not redlize that successwas al Reynaldo had. No family, no red friends, no wedth, and
no home of hisown. Since Reynado had been forced into this cursed life by his even more accursed
taent, he had logt everything except himself.



Now he faced losing even that.

Hewould not ride back to Tadeo in shame. He would retrieve his horse, at the very least. At the very
best, he would clip thewings of a Songbird and carry it hometo its own large, beautiful, gilded cage.

* k % %

Six days of tracking on foot. It rained the entire time -- although the rain varied from a downpour to
drippy mist. Theforest seemed empty of life except for Reynaldo, downed branches, and falen leaves.
He managed to scrounge berries, roots, and bark. That and rainwater kept him sated. But he never had a
fire, and hisfeet were never dry.

Therain, he knew, was not natural. Nor was the stillness of the forest. He had to strain to hear hisown
feet moving through the mud.

And as he waked, he reviewed what the stories had told him about Songbirds.

Songbirds|ooked human but lacked dl human kindness, dl human warmth. Their magic lived in their
songs. Aslong as a Songbird sang the same piece -- without starting over -- it could create aworld with
that music. Or it could persuade, cgole, or change along held opinion. Some even said that a Songbird's
song could make aheartlessmanfdl inlove.

On the seventh day Reynaldo found the village besde araging river. Thevillage looked the same as
before. The houses were in the same order: the road went through the center with paths coming off the
gdes. Theinn was at the north end, and the stable was besideit.

He knew that he found the place because they wanted him to. If they could move the village, they could
have kept it hidden from him forever. They findly wanted to see him -- for reasons he was sure he would
soon discover.

Reynaldo went directly to the stable and pulled open the wooden doors. Lamps hung from pegs on the
wall, shedding a soft light on the straw-covered floor. Carawasin the last stdl. She whickered when she
saw Reynado, and his heart leapt. He had missed her; part of him had thought he would never see her

again.

He stepped inside. For the first time in aweek, water did not hit him in the face. He was cold and numb,
unable to absorb the heat.

He started toward Carawhen amelodious voice said, " Stop.”
Reynado sighed. He had known that it wouldn't be this easy.
"Give memy horse and my money," hesaid, "and | will leave you in peace."

"Of courseyou will." The voice mocked him. "Until you remember your promiseto your princeto clip
our wings"

The phrase was not metaphorica. Songbirds had wings, so the stories said, invisblewingsthat, if clipped
properly, would forever trap them in the hand that maimed them.

"Y ou seem to know alot about me." Reynaldo was still watching Cara The horse was not nervous
around the Songbird, and magica creatures usualy made Cara skittish.

"Dreams revea much about the dreamer.”



So they had peered into his deep. The Songbirds had a grester magic than he had originaly thought.

"But dreams do not reved dl," Reynado said. "1 did not promise Tadeo that | would clip your wings. |
promised him a Songbird for his coronation.”

"For hiscollection.”

Sowly Reynado turned, hands out, showing that he meant no harm. "Tadeo dwayswants magic for his
collection. What he doeswith the magic | bring back is his choice. | was instructed to bring back a
Songbird for the coronation, nothing dse.”

He could not see the Songbird, but there were shadows near the door that hadn't been there before.
"Youtel pretty lies" the Songbird said. "Isthat how you capture your prey?'
"No."

"Pity. It would seem the logica thing." The Songhbird stepped out of the shadows. It wasthe girl, the one
who had waited on him, who had sang to him. Only shewas not agirl. That had been anilluson. She
was a smal woman whose hair, skin, and eyes were brown. She wore a brown cape over brown
clothing. The only spots of color on her were her red lips and rosy cheeks.

She hdld hersdf like ahuman woman would. He had thought Songbirds would move differently to
protect their invisblewings.

"My horse" he said softly, "and my money. Then | will leave.”

She smiled. "Y ou're exhausted and wet. Y ou haven't eaten properly in aweek. We can give you food
and shdlter.”

"Likeyou didthelast time?' hesaid. "I nearly drowned.”

"Thefood wasred enough, and the bed, too. Y ou spent haf the night init."
"Y ou let me know what you were."

"It took you long enough to figure that out."

"I knew the moment you sat on that stool.”

"And you did nothing? That's hard to believe." She crossed her arms. Her cloak bunched dightly,
unnaturdly, in the back.

"Y ou watched methat first time, peered into my dreamswhen | dept in the forest, and then let me find
you." He glanced at Cara. She seemed to be watching with grest interest.

The Songbird did not answer his question, but he saw the truth of it in her eyes. That was the only way
they would have known hisidentity. He hunted infrequently, and never the same cresturestwice.

"Thet ill doesn't explain,” he said into her slence, "why you're treating me thisway. Y ou could have
killed methat night. Or better, you could have ignored me. There was no reason to let me see your
village. But you want something. What isit?"

"Wewant to give you your life back," she said.



Hefdt hisshoulders siffen. "My life has never left me. Or are you telling me that I'm dead?'
"You're not dead.” Her voice was soft. "Y ou just haven' lived for years."

"Perhaps by your definition.” The tenson wasworking itsway down hisback. "I don't Sng pretty songs
and laugh as much as somethink | should. But | live."

"In service to aboy who believesthat beauty should be caged.”

Reynado took a deep breath. Some of the tension dipped away. "So that'sit. Y ou want me to renounce
my work."

"Morethan that," she said. "We want you to free the creatures that Tadeo holds.”
"We?' hesaid. "Do you speak for yoursdlf or your people?’

"The Songbirdsligento me."

"And they want meto destroy Prince Tadeo's collection.”

"es"

"Why would | do that?"

"Because of your dreams.” She took astep toward him. Her voice was mesmerizing, warm, and rich. "l
can let you livein theworld of your dreams.”

He recognized charm when he heard it. Of course Songhirds could entice. Magic lived in their voices.

"Liveintheworld of my dreams." He made it sound like he was tempted and -- if hetold himsdlf thetruth
-- hewas. "Thelush beautiful magical world that | see whenever I'm near something unusua ?'

She nodded.

"Y ou want meto risk everything, including my life, for a place where the food tastes better and the colors
are brighter? A world | can barely remember when I'm awake? A world I'm not even sure exists?"

Those eyesheld him. "Areyou sure this one exigs?"
Helaughed. "I am not a philosopher. Questions like that are better contemplated by smarter men than 1.”

"There are few men smarter than you are,” she said. ™Y ou smply have chosen a poor way to use your
inteligence™
He crossed hisarms. "The creatures I've given to Prince Tadeo live in complete luxury.”

An emotion flashed across her face too quickly for him to read it -- Disgust? Amusement? -- he wasn't
sure.

"Y ou must decide what you want." The vibrancy had left her voice.
"What if | don't do what you want?"

"Then you'll wander the forest until you decide to return empty-handed. Y ou will lose your Satus asthe
greatest magic hunter, but you will have your life. Or you could chose to make anew life away from the
kingdom. Y ou do not have to do what we want."



The tension had spread through him. "If | do what you ask, Prince Tadeo will have mekilled.”
"Y ou chose to come after us."

"There are others who are after you."

Her eyesglittered. "But there is only one who can free Tadeo's prisoners.”

Hewas slent for amoment, weighing her words. Then he said, "What if | don't want to livein the land of
my dreams? If | do what you ask, what will you give meinstead?’

"A miracle" shesad quietly.
He had seen miracles dl hislife -- and had captured them for his prince.
"I'll do asyou ask," he said.

* k% k% %

Aningant later hewasin therain, on Caras back, heading toward the palace. A week of riding,
vanished in asingle momern.

It felt good to touch her. Part of him thought he had lost her forever. He touched her manefor
reassurance, and she grunted, asif he had disturbed her rhythm somehow.

The rain seemed even colder, the wind harsher. The drops stung at his cheeks. Cara's hooves threw mud
on him, and only the horsg'sinnate grace prevented them from dipping on the washed out roads.

It had rained here too, rained like he had never seen. Tadeo would be displeased. He hated rain --
awayslonging for sun or snow.

And now Reynaddo was returning without his prize. He had thought he would have time to come up with
agtory, but he had nothing. It was the same as having failed.

The palace stood aone at the edge of the Great Wood. The Roya City was several milesto the south.
The palace, built athousand years ago, was purposdly isolated; the land itsalf was seen as a protection
againgt rebelswho would attack aking.

But for nearly ten years, there had been no king to attack. Tadeo's father had died of awasting disease.
Tadeo's mother, hisfather's fifth wife and the only oneto bear a child, had become Queen Mother, but
the kingdom's laws prevented her from ruling despite her son's youth. Since he was dleven, Tadeo had
acted asking. On histwenty-first birthday, he would become king officialy.

The coronation would be his greatest triumph -- or so he hoped.

Reynado reached the palace gates where the guards recognized him and opened the way. He headed
sraight for the stables. Once Carawas groomed and fed and placed in acomfortable stall, Reynaldo
tended to his own needs.

Hisroomswere large and well furnished. The main room had carved wooden cabinets that were
centuries old, couches embroidered by ladiesin waiting of nearly two dozen different queens.

Reynado did not even look into the bedroom or the small dining room. Instead he ordered a bath, then
went to the wardrobe to chose the proper clothes for an audience with Tadeo.



With the bath came food, and a summons from Tadeo.

The bath was heaven, the seaming water soothing to his cold limbs. He felt asif he hadn't beenwarmin
ayear; he ate grapes and small cakes, and drank the cool artesian water.

When he was through, he dressed in silk robes over awhite shirt, and apair of velvet riding trousers
which he tucked into polished black boots. The outfit was a mixture of court dress and his usud clothing.
He was the only member of the court who did not follow Tadeo's strict dress codes.

Reynado hated looking tame.

Hetook back corridors and a secret passage that led to Tadeo's private audience room. Although
Reynaldo was not keeping his return a secret, he did not want the news of it to spread too quickly either.

He had the beginnings of aplan.

He knocked on the hidden door, and Tadeo himsalf opened it. The prince was dight, dark-haired, and
smooth-skinned. He hadn't yet matured enough to grow a beard.

"I have not heard of any greet triumph,” Tadeo said as he stepped aside, dlowing Reynddo into the
room. "Where's my Songbird?"

"Elusve" Reynddo sad.

"Elusive or not, you were supposed to find one." Tadeo crossed the hand-woven carpet to the gilt chair
that he only used when spesking business. "Have you?'

"| have been following myth, legend, and rumor for weeks." Reynado took a smple wooden chair and
sat acrossfrom Tadeo. "I found avillage at the very edge of the kingdom which led meto believe that
some of what | heard istrue, and someis not. What is clear isthat Songbirds are more powerful than the
gtorieslet on. That the kingdom held them in thrall once seemsamost miraculousto me.”

Tadeo waved ahand in dismissal. He did not care about the past, only the present. "If you were close, |
don't understand why you came back."

"To offer you achoice." The room wastoo warm -- afire burned high, probably to ward off the damp.
The windows were shuttered against the rain, but Reynado could heer it, beating againgt thewalls asif it
weretrying to bresk in.

Tadeo raised his eyebrows. "A choice? Thereis no choice, Reynaldo. Y ou are to bring me a Songbird."
"At any cost?'

"Yes, a any cost." And then Tadeo frowned. "What aren't you telling me?”

"Theprice" Reynddo said. "But if you don't want to heer it...."

"Y ou know that | will not pay you more than we have aready agreed.” Tadeo crossed hisarms. Hewas
gettingangry.

"The cogt isyours, not mine."
"Whatever doesthat mean?”

"It means," Reynddo said, "that magic is powerful, and sometimes not worth the price of capture.”



"Nonsense," Tadeo said. "We haven't paid a price before.”

Reynddo stared a him for amoment. Tadeo was so young that his skin was still soft and lined with baby
fat. He had no idea how life exacted aprice.

"Widll, then," Reynaddo said, pushing himsdlf out of the chair. "If you are unconcerned, | will go about my

He had amost made it to the door when Tadeo said, "Y ou've never approached me about a price
before. What has changed thistime?"

Reynado did not turn around. Instead, he smiled. He had maneuvered Tadeo into the place that he
wanted him. "The only way | can catch a Songhbird isto open the cages of your collection.”

"My collection!" Tadeo sounded stunned.

Reynado dowly faced him. The boy's cheeks were red. He didn't like the idea. He would how haveto
chose between dl histoysand asingle greet prize.

"Areyou certain you will be able to capture a Songbird with this method?" Tadeo asked.
"Yes," Reynddo sad.

Tadeo leaned back in hischair. It was till too large for him. He looked like achild trying to act like an
adult. All except his eyes. They weretoo cold to be achild's. " Can you recapture my collection?”

"Of course, Sire. They have my marks. They should be easier to find thistime.”
"How do I know that you're not doing thisjust to create more work for yourself?"

Reynaldo smiled. "Because thereis still so much work to do. Y ou only possess afraction of the magic
that existsin this Kingdom. If you want acomplete collection, you must hire two others who are as good
as| am -- and we both know there are none -- and then the three of us must capture amagical creature
onceamonth.”

Tadeo sSghed. "Quitearisk youretaking, Reynaddo. | will kill you if you fail."
"Actudly," Reynddo said softly, "It'syour risk, Sire. My lifeis not worth the price of your collection.”

"True." Tadeo stood. He took a deep breath. He was clearly uneasy about the decision, but he had made
it, as Reynaldo wanted him to. That way, if Tadeo was dissatisfied with the Songhbird, he had no oneto
blame but himsdf. Y ou have my permission.”

Reynado bowed once. "Thank you, Sire," he said, and let himself out.

* k% k% %

The collection was housed in its own tower on the paace grounds. Tadeo had had the tower built special
after Reynaldo had caught hisfirst creature. The tower was designed o that the nobles could view the
collection, perhaps even see abit of magic, without harm -- and without fear that the creastures would

escape.
Tadeo had dismissed the guards. The rest of the staff had been ordered not to interfere with Reynaldo.

Hewas dressed dl in black. His bootswere silver, his gloves so thick that nothing could touch him. His



heart pounded hard. He had caught fifteen creatures, but he had never freed one before. On this day, he
would free everything -- even the creatures caught by hisimitators.

Reynaldo carried a bucket filled with seawater, and went to the fresh water grotto in the basement to see
seawitch, water df, and mermaid. The grotto was large and deep. The walls and celling were made of
rock so that they looked like anatural cave. The humid air smelled of dampness and despair.

They hid, asthey dways did when he came, but he lured them with the sat water's scent. The seawitch
rosefirst, her magnificent face -- once the gray of astormy ocean, now so pale asto be nearly clear --
flashing with anger.

"What more can you do to us?' she asked, and as she did, he splashed her with the salt water. She
sputtered, shocked, and then the gray returned to her face.

"Thisisatrick," shesad.
He shook his head.

She snapped her fingers, rousing her companions, then she cursed Reynado and vanished, leaving a
small water funnd in her wake. Asthe water df rose to the surface, Reynaldo splashed him aswell, and
then the mermaid. They didn't vanish like the seawitch. The water df flew away on arain cloud, and the
mermaid climbed to the side of the grotto. She stood for amoment, naked, legsin place of her tail, and
then she gpproached him.

"May you live as| have these past eight years," she said in her throaty voice. Then she dapped him, took
his cloak, wrapped it around hersdlf, and walked out of the room.

Reynado stared at the fresh water grotto for amoment, stunned a how easy it wasto free its prisoners.
It had taken him weeksto catch the mermaid, months to capture the water elf, and nearly ayear to find
the seawitch, let done outsmart her. All that work, gone, in the space of afew moments.

He poured the remaining seawater out of the bucket. He cleaned the bucket thoroughly and filled it with
fresh water. Then he went to the salt water pools to free the nymphs and water sprites.

By mid-morning, half his prizeswere gone. He felt their losses asif the collection belonged to him, not
Tadeo. For thefirst time, Reynaldo wondered at the wisdom of his plan.

But he did not stop. He led the troll to the grotto's bridge, gave gold to the dragon, and pocketed the
scissors from the life-weaver's room. He placed the mushroom ef on loamy ground, and gave the griffin
histail. He went through every room, reversing each capture spell until he found himsdf aloneinthe
tower.

The room was round and made of stone. There was no furniture here, no windows, nothing except apair
of gold-flecked wingsin a case made of glass.

He stared at them for the longest time, remembering that summer afternoon in the forest, not far from
here. He had been a young man then, so young he had not known awoman and had never dreamed of
love. He sat in the glade and waited for days, until the call of his soul was answered.

Thiswaswhat he had feared mogt -- thisroom, thisreversa. And he hadn't even admitted it to himsalf.

He opened the case and removed the wings. They were as soft as he remembered, and they smelled
faintly of lavender, just asthey had all those years ago. He brought them to hisface, leaned his cheek into
them, remembering that moment, that fleeting moment, when he thought the world could belong to him.



But of courseit didn't. Magic was like a sparkle, something that could be ruined by prolonged close
contact. And yet, being close was dl he had ever wanted.

He sighed, set the bucket down, and tucked the wings under his arm. He went down the circular
dtaircase to the main floor of the empty tower, and et himsalf out.

The raindrops seemed fatter than before, colder, dmost ice. The sky was black. Sometimes, when it
raned likethis, it fdt asif the sun would never shine again.

He crossed the muddy groundsto the stable. The grooms were gone, as he had ordered.

Carawatched him gpproach. She was strangely motionless. He would have thought that she would have
been pacing the stal in anticipation. But her blue eyes were wide, her white coat trembling, her nose
quivering. Those were the only things that reveded her emotions. No one else would have seen it, but no
one ese knew what Reynaldo held in his hands.

There was nothing he could say -- and neither could Cara. She had lost the art of speech long ago. It had
been the second thing to go after he took her wings. First her horn, then her speech, and finally the
unusud intdligencein those blue eyes.

He opened the stall door and placed the wings on her back, careful to put them on the proper sides. For
amoment, he thought it had been too long, that they wouldn't take. Then they dipped into her skin asif
they had never left her.

Her eyes grew darker, her coat gained a sprinkling of gold, and with atwist of light, her horn returned.
Theair sparkled around her, asit had when she had first come to himin the glade al those years ago.

He pulled the dl door back, and stood aside. She turned her head toward him. She was beautiful again
-- her eyes so dive he wondered how he had ever been satisfied with what he had made her.

She brushed hisface with thetip of her horn. 1t was soft and warm, and he could feel the magic doughing
off it. The magic burned him, like sparks from acampfire.

"In spite of myself, | am fond of you," she said, her voice as degp and rich asthe Songbird's.

He stepped back so that she could not touch him. ™Y ou've been with me dl thistime. Y ou know what
I've become.”

"And | remember what you were." She tossed her mane. More magic fell around him, burning when it
touched his skin. Then shewalked out of the stdl and disappeared in therain.

She did not look back, and he could not stop staring after her. It had been an impulse, thefirst time, a
hunch. Somehow he had known that if he took her wings, shewould be hisforever. She had cometo
him, and he wanted to tell hisfriends about it. But he knew if he returned to hisfriends without her, they
wouldn't have believed him. They would have laughed. He brought her with him to prove to them that he
had touched magic.

Then Tadeo saw her and demanded one of his own. But Reynaldo had lied. He had said that he was
building a reputation, and would not waste his time capturing the same type of creature twice.

For adecade, he had lived up to that vow.

Now Carawas gone, waking away asif they had not spent the last ten years together. He had thought
her hisonly remaining friend.



He had been wrong.

"I did not think you would live up to the bargain.” The Songbird wasin the stall with him. She seemed
brighter too -- shots of gold in her brown hair, alight behind her dark eyes.

Reynaldo dipped hishand in his pocket, hisfingerstrembling.

"l didn't liveuptoit," he said, grabbing her and pulling her close. He wrapped one arm around her tiny
little neck and held her tightly.

He could fed her heart beating rapidly, and knew hefdt her fright. His fingers closed on the handle of the
scissors as he took them out of his pocket and held them over her right shoulder -- the very spot where
her coat had bunched afew nights before.

"Prince Tadeo let me use his collection to catch you." Reynado could hear her breath rasping, fed the
fragility of her smdl bonesagaing his.

"If you clip my wings," she sad, "you destroy more than you can imagine.”

He could fed the wings now, fluttering against him. Their feathers were sharp, scratching him.
"Itsarisk | will take," he said, opening the scissors.

"Youll gart thewar dl over again. Thistime, your peoplewill know they logt.”

His hand was il trembling. It took al of his strength to hold her and keep the scissors open. "What do
you mean?'

"Y ou have always been wrong." Her voice wobbled. "Y ou have amagic. It'sabit of vison, nothing
more. Y ou can see edges, corners, thingsthat are usualy hidden from your people. That was how you
hunted. That was how you knew how to cripple Cara."

Heflinched at the phrase. It wasn't accurate. Carahad her wings again. She wasn't permanently
damaged.

Before he spoke, he made sure his voice held no emotion. " So?"
"So you dream,” she said, "and seewhat is."

His hand dipped and he nicked her. She cried out. A spot of blood welled in the air an inch above her
right shoulder. "What does that matter?'

"You're not thefirst. Y our peopl€'s powers have been growing.”
"Bedlearer," hesaid softly, "or | will cut your wing off."
"Y our peopl€'s new powers threaten us.”

Hetightened his grip on her. Her bones felt more fragile than any bones he had ever touched. "We have
awaysthreatened you. The fact that we grow stronger should make no difference.”

She laughed. The sound was bitter. "Think. How could we, with all our magic, lose a battle against
humans?'

"Therebdlion?' he asked. "The Songbirds againgt the king? Are you saying you won?'



"We creste worlds with our song. Aslong aswe never repest a phrase, the world holds. Thisone has
held for athousand years."

He gripped the scissorstighter. "Therain isn't natural. There hasn't been enough sun.”

"Y ou noticed that, but dmost no one dsedid. They just complained.” She gtirred in hisarms. "And there
isnorain now."

He strengthened his hold on her, fearing it was atrick. Then he peered beyond her through the open
gtable door. Weak sunlight illuminated the mud and the sanding water. Caras hoofprints, leading away
from the stable, glittered like gold.

"What's changed?" he asked.

"The magic you captured isnow free."

"Why would that make a difference?’

"You hdditinthrdl, diminishing it. We had lessto draw on."

"So | was defeating you dl by mysdlf." He brought the scissors down again. "I could have destroyed
you."

"Only theilluson," shewhispered.
"And once the illusion disgppeared, we would have had a chanceto fight you again.”
Shewasdlent.

"The battle must have been close" he said. "Y ou won by asmall margin, or you would not imprison us
likethis. We barely remembered your existence. Y ou would have kept usignorant forever if you could.”

A shiver ran through her.
"What happensnow?' he asked. "What if | clip your wings?'

She opened her mouth and sang a song so clear and pure that the hairs on the back of his neck rose.
Around him, the stable melted away. He was standing in the middle of aclearing, very much like the one
inwhich he had found Cara

Theair wasfresh and smelled of spring, the grass was greener than any he had ever seen, the sunlight so
brilliant that it hurt his eyes. He hadn't redlized how diminished hisworld had been.

There were creatures dl around him -- in the sky, on the ferns by hisfeet, on the flowers blooming
benesth the trees. In front of him, three Songbirds -- a man and two women -- stood with their arms
around each other. They sang in perfect harmony. Another Songbird approached, another man. For a
moment, his song blended with theirs, and then one of the women bowed her head, excusing hersdlf, and
walked away. The new man took her place.

"Thisisatrick," Reynado whispered.
"l wishit were," his Songbird said. "But now that you see, | can't blind you again.”

"If I let you go, you'l let melive here."



"Yes" shesad.

"And what of my people? They'll stay in the darkness and rain, prisoners who have no idea that they're
imprisoned.”

"They aren't unhappy,” shesad.

"Areyou so sure?' he asked. "If | dream of this place, what'sto say others don't aswell?*

Hefdt her stiffen benesth him. So others did dream. Hewasn't the only threst.

"Y our people started thewar," the Songbird said softly. "Y ou tried to destroy us. We barely survived.”

"That was athousand years ago." He was growing cold. "None of the people who harmed you live any
longer.”

"But you collect us asif weweretrophies,” she said. "Were not."
"No," hesad. "Weare."

She shuddered once and then went very still. Her heartbeat wasjust asrapid, just asfrightened. It was
the only thing that gave her away.

"| have the power to change everything, don't 7" he asked. "To blend our worlds the way they were
before.”

"You're not ready to livewith usagain,” she said.

"| think we are. Y our world isleaching into ours. | have powers| should not have, and your world bleeds
into my dreams. Does ours bleed into yours?'

Shewas leaning againgt him asif she were having trouble stlanding on her own. "If you stay here and do
not bring the others, you will have more magic than you ever dreamed of, riches beyond your power to
imagine, beautiful women -- anything. Anything a al.”

His hand was no longer trembling. "And if | refuse?"
"You will gand in both worlds, and livein nether.”

"I will control both worlds," he said, "any time | threaten your music. It'sastalemate. Onel could end
with two snips of these shears.”

"Please, don't. Thewar -- "

"Won't happen. My people will be too confused, too awed by this new world. They've never seen red
beauty. They won't know what it is. And because of that, your people will gain power. They won't have
to sing dl thetime, won't have to expend the magic to create an illuson. We -- dl of us-- might move
forward."

"We might daughter each other again.”

Her blood, warm and sticky, was flowing onto the arm he used to hold her.
"End your illuson," hesad, "and keep your wings."

"It be chaos”



"Yes" hesad softly.
"You can't stand up to us," she said.
III w]lll

The other Songbirds were watching asif they knew that everything rested on this moment. She closed
her eyes. He could fed her wings pressing againgt his chest.

"Stop snging,” she whispered.

Facesturned toward her, faces he hadn't seen before. Grass el ves looked up from their perches on long
blades, flower spritesfrom their petals, acorn fairies from their leaves.

"What?"' athousand voices whispered, asfaint asthewind in trees.
She dghed, then said again, " Stop singing.”

The Songbirds stared at her asif she had lost her mind. She was pressing against Reynaldo harder now,
and heredlized that she was growing weaker.

"Stop singing,” hesaid, "or I'll let her die. What does it take? Theloss of one wing? Or both? And if you
lose her magic, you lose all, don't you? Shel's more powerful than al the creatures | captured combined.”

The male Songbird closed his mouth. The harmony faded, and then the femal e Songbird stopped, then
the other male. Gradually the music stopped.

Reynaddo's earsrang. He hadn't heard silence before -- not once in hisentirelife.

Then the silence ended. He heard screams and shouts, and a bellow that he recognized. Tadeo stood a
few yards away, and screamed Reynaldo's name.

Reynaldo did not answer. He didn't haveto. In this place, there was no kingdom, and Tadeo was smply
ayoung, spoiled boy.

The Songbird let out asmal sigh. Her heartbeat wasn't as rapid. Reynaldo scooped her in hisarms and
carried her to the other Songbirds.

He handed her to them, and one of them carried her away through the tall grass. Reynaldo |ooked
toward the trees and saw Carataring at him, her eyesfilled with tears. Her beauty took his breath away.
He had tried to capture that beauty and failed. Holding her had nearly destroyed her.

Just astheworld held been living in had nearly destroyed him.

He reached for her, but she vanished into the trees. He could pursue her, but to what end? She deserved
alife, afreelife, just like he did.

Tadeo had reached his side. Hisface was red with the strain of walking, his skin sheened with swest.
"Reynado," hesad, "what isthe meaning of this?'

"Wevelost our home, Tadeo. We're in the world we've dways dreamed of "

"l never dreamed of this," Tadeo said.

But Reynado had. A world so bright and vivid that it threatened to overwhelm him. He had been right.



His people would be weaker here while they learned to accept the changes. But they would learn -- if the
right person taught them.

"What do we do now?"' Tadeo asked.

Reynado gazed at him for amoment -- the boy who findly knew how it felt to lose everything. Tadeo
couldn't lead them here. He lacked the understanding. He lacked the vision.

He lacked the magic.

Reynado no longer had to answer him. The world had changed, in more ways than one.



