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A truth comes out when it must:
A dream comes true when it will.



Though the world turn to ash and dugt,
A secret’ sa secret Hill.

Prologue

The solitary horse and rider clattered through the deeping town, iron shod hooves striking sharply
againg the haf buried cobblestones of the market square. Twenty yards outside the village green, the
road turned to dirt again, and the animal’ s feet made only a muted thud against the dry soil. It was till an
urgent sound, for the horse was moving fast—as fast asit could after along night of hard running.

Therider only dowed as he passed the last houses on the road leading out of town. He bent to peer
at each lawn and roofline, clearly looking for amark or signd. Not till he cameto the smal gray brick
cottage on the very edge of Tambleham did he pull the horse to acomplete halt.

A spray of roses by the gate, dark and colorlessin the moonlight. A low hedge of no particular shape
or beauty. And akirrenberry tree planted by the front door.

A Safe-Keeper's house.

Moving awvkwardly because of abundle clutched tightly to his chest, the rider dismounted and led his
horse through the gate. There he let the exhausted anima stand untethered while he hurried up the flagged
walkway and knocked on the front door. When there was no immediate answer, he pounded even
louder.

A moment later, ayoung woman opened the door, holding acandlestick that illuminated her face.
Despite the lateness of the hour, she looked wide awake and not at al aarmed at the appearance of this
midnight visitor. Her dark hair was pinned to the back of her head, and her yellow gown appeared to be
gpattered with avariety of gains.

“Yes?' sheasked.

Her vistor was not nearly so cam. “Y ou are the Safe-Keeper of thisvillage?” he demandedin alow
voice.

She shook her head. “No. |—"

Hefdl back astep, clutching hisbundle even moretightly to him. “No! But you—but the kirrenberry
tree—"

“My sigter is Safe-Keeper here. | am Safe-Keeper in Lowford, thirty miles over that hill.”

He stepped forward again, instantly reassured. Any Safe-K egper was to be trusted, no matter where
he or she could be found. “Whereisyour sster? | must speak with her.”

She gave him thetiniest of smiles. “My sster cannot come to the door now. Sheisin labor and will
soon be delivered of achild.”



Now he backed off again, turning away asif to shidd the packagein hisarmsfrom anyonedse's
gght. “Is she—isthere amidwife in the house? Another woman from the town to aid you?’

The young woman shook her head. “No. Just my sister and me. | have ddivered plenty of babiesin
Lowford. I know what to do.”

He stood there amoment longer, undecided, but it was clear from the set of his shouldersthat he was
weary amost beyond imagining. “I can go no farther,” he said at last, seeming to speak to himself more
than the woman at the door. “1 haveridden aslong and ashard as| can. | must leave my secret with
you.”

Just then there was awail from ingde the house, the long, indignant moan of awoman who was not
enjoying her circumstances. “ Quickly, then,” thewoman said. “I must go to her.”

With one abrupt movement, the man thrust his bundle through the open door. “Take the baby,” he
sad badly. “The child isnot safein anyone el se' s hands.”

With a soft exclamation of surprise, the woman placed her candle on anearby table and accepted the
infant into her arms. “But whaose child isthis?’ she murmured, looking down into the smal deeping face
and beginning to rock dowly back and forth on the bals of her feet.

“I will whisper the name into your ear,” the man said, coming near enough to do just that. “Itisa
secret.”

She nodded, and he brought his mouth so close to her face he might have been kissing her onthe
cheek. Shelistened, nodded again, and looked him directly in the eyes as he straightened up and drew
back.

“I will tell my sster,” shesaid.

“And noonedse” hesad.

“And no one ese,” she repeated.

“Will she keep the baby? Will you?’

“Or wewill find ahomethat issafe,” she said gently. *Y our secret isoursto keep now.”

“Then | must go back,” he said.

There was another cry from the back of the house, this one alittle sharper. But the young woman
lingered at the doorway, her worried gaze on her visitor. “What will become of you, when you return to
the city and thisoneismissang?’ she asked.

He shook hishead. “1 know what | must do next. Have no fear for me.”

A pitiful cry camefrom the back room. “Angdline! Where have you gone?’

“Who areyou?’ sheasked. “I will tell no one. Just so0 | know.”



For thefirgt time since she had opened the door to him, he smiled, arather grim expression. “I am the
Safe-Keeper to theking,” he said.

“Angding”
“Safe passage home,” she said.

“My deepest thanks,” hereplied. Finaly relieved of hisburden, helost some of his desperation and
acquired acertain courtly air. He gave her adeep, flourishing bow, and kissed hisfingersto her ashe

swept upright.
“When should the secret be told?” she asked.
“Youwill know,” hesaid. “But it will not be soon.”
“Angeline! | need you!”
“Goodbye, then,” shesaid.

“Goodbye,” he said. Turning with aswirl of his cloak, he headed back to hishorse. By thetime he
had led the tired animal through the gate and climbed back into the saddle, the door to the cottage was
aready closed. Therewas no sign of either woman or baby.

In the morning, EIminstrawas the first one to come knocking on the Safe-Keeper’ sdoor. Shehad a
loaf of fresh baked bread in one hand and a bucket of milk in the other, for she was sure Angeline had
had no timeto be thinking of food, and Damianawasin no condition.

“Helo?’ she called, pushing the door open when no one responded to her knock. She wasthe
nearest neighbor, living amere quarter mile down the road, and she and Damiana quite fredly waked into
each other’ s houses. “ Angeling? Damiana? Has the baby come?”

Just as Elminstrastepped into the big main room, Angeline camein from the kitchen, cradling achild
ineach arm. “In fact, two babies have come,” Angeline said, smiling.

With alittle shriek, Elminstra.dropped both her loaf and her bucket to the floor. “Twing! | would
swear she was not big enough to be carrying two—are they early? Are they hedlthy? L et me seethem,
the preciouslittle ones—"

“Not twins,” Angeline said, handing one of the children to the neighbor. EIminstrawas a grandmother
hersdlf, though she looked more of an age to be amother, and she had handled more babiesin her time
than Angdline and her sster put together. “ Thislittle girl was born around three in the morning. But this
young man”—and she glanced down into the face of the baby she had kept in her aams—"*he arrived a
few hours earlier when a strange rider brought him to our door.”

Elminstra, who had begun cooing into the blankets she held, looked up sharply at this statement. “ So
| didn’t dreamit!” she exclaimed. “I thought | heard ahorse go by latelast night, very fast. It was
someone coming here?’

Angeline nodded. “ And leaving a package behind.”

The baby girl made a sound halfway between awhimper and a cough, and Elminsirabeganto jiggle



her absently. “ But—who was he? And whose child did he bring to you?’

Angdine merdly smiled, and EIminstranodded. Being neighbor to a Safe-Keeper for so long had
taught her not to expect answersto al her questions. Not that many of those answers would surprise her.
She was a hedler and herbalist—some called her awitch—and people often cameto her for medicines
and remedies that some other woman might find shocking.

“Will she keep this baby, then? Or will you?” Elminsiraasked.

“I was willing to take him back to Lowford, but Damianais determined to keep him,” Angeline said.
“She saysit'seasier for one person to raise two babies than for two people to raise one apiece, though
I’m not so sure that’ strue. But she thinks these two will be company for each other asthey grow older.”

“Company for each other, and enemies with each other, and mischief makers who incite each other to
even greater mischief,” EImingrasaid with feding. “ She could beright! But on the other hand, it isnot
such an easy thing to raise achild al by yourself—and to raise two children”—EIminstrashook her head.
“| don't suppose,” she added ddlicately, “this makes her any moreinterested in contacting her daughter’s
father and seeing if he would be willing to help her out?’

Angeline grinned. “No, nor hasit made her any more interested in divulging the identity of her
daughter’ sfather.”

Elmingtrasighed and continued bouncing the baby in her arms. “ Thereis sometalk about Damiana
aready, you know, choosing to have achild al on her own and telling no one who the father is. Oh,
everyone loves her, of course—"

“Everyone lovestheir Safe-Keeper,” Angeline interrupted. “ She knows too many secretsfor them
not to love her.”

“But now with two children in the house—wsdl, it will cause even moretak.”

Angeline shrugged and patted the child’ s back. “ Such things don't bother Damiana. | think she'll raise
both children and she' Il be happy and they’ Il be happy, and there won't be any moretalk.”

“Unitil the secret about the child’ s parentage comes out,” Elmingtrasaid.
Angdline laughed. “Which one?’

Elmingrawas il in the Safe-K egper’ s house when the next visitor came cadling, and the next, and
the next. To each of them, Angelinetold the same story, of the boy ddlivered to the house at midnight and
the girl ddivered to the bed three hours later. Everyone was agog with curiosity— but, like Elminstra,
they knew the futility of questioning a Safe-Keeper. Angdine would reved no secrets now, andDamiana
would reved no secretslater. In fact, Damiana appeared likely to stay in her bed deeping the entire day
through, waking up only enough to nurse both infants whenever they started to wall.

“You'll need milk,” Elmingtrasaid briskly. “ She won't have enough for both of them. I'll bring you a
bucket every morning.”

“How long are you staying?’ Lacey asked Angeline. She was seamdtressin Tambleham and friendly
with everybody. “1 imagine they’ll be wanting you back in Lowford very soon. | can come onceaday to
help with dinner.”



Other women chimed in with asmilar offers, and Angeline accepted them al on behdf of her ster.
Damianawas the kind who could manage entirely on her own; but Damiana a so had the ability to accept
aid with great grace and sweetness. It was one of the reasons everyone in Tambleham liked her so much.
That and her ready smile and her sweet face and her gift for silence. She was just the sort of person you
would want to have for your friend, no matter what you needed afriend for.

It was past lunch time, and Elminstra had taken over the kitchen to prepare amesl for everyone,
when running footsteps could be heard coming up the walk. All the women glanced at each other—there
were eight of them by now, enjoying the chance to gossip and in no mood to go back to their own

uninteresting chores when there were babies to be played with—and wondered a oud who might be
gpproaching in such ahurry.

It was Dirk, the tavern keeper’ s son, apromising and very large young man of about eighteen. “Have
you heard?’ he demanded, burgting into the house with al the vigor of youth having an exciting story to
tell. “They’ ve found a dead man on the road, not ten miles south of town.”

All the women cried out in worry and darm. “Who isit?’

“No one from Tambleham, | hope!”

“What happened? Bandits?’

“Oh, please tell me the poor man smply fell from hishorse.”

“What happened?’ Angdline asked, raisng her voice enough to be heard over dl the other women.
Dirk turned in her direction.

“A man. A dranger. He was dressed in fine clothes and wearing ablack cloak lined with red silk,”
the boy said. “His horse wastied to the sde of the road, and there were twenty gold piecesin one of his
saddlebags. Jewels on hisfingers, expensive leather shoes on hisfedt.”

The women exchanged glances. “He was not killed for his possessions, then,” Angeline said.

“But—arich man like that—what was he doing aone on the road—here by Tambleham?’ Elmingtra
said. “And who would have had reason to kill him if not to rob him?’

Dirk was shaking his head. “ My father saysthat no onekilled him,” he said. “My father says he put
poison in acup and drank it down. There was asiver goblet lying on the ground not three feet from his
hand, and my father said the smell of winewastainted.”

“But then—but who—"

one of the neighbor women said.

But Elminstrawas staring at Angeline, who wastaking asip from her own cup. “A richmanriding
donea night afew miles outsde our village,” the witch said dowly. “Could this have been the man who

cameto visit you last night, leaving ababy & your sster’ sdoor?’

“I supposeit could be,” Angdinesad.



“But why would he do such athing?’ Lacey demanded. “If he knew he had |eft the child in safe
hands, why would he then take hisown life?’

Angeline said nothing, but EImingrawas till puzzling it out. “Because he wanted no oneto find out
where he had taken the child,” she guessed. “He wanted no one to question him so ruthlessly that he
might accidentally reved wherethe child had gone”

“But what child would be so specia that aman would haveto give hislifeto protect it?’ Dirk
demanded.

And then suddenly, everyonein the room fell silent asthey al stared a Angdline.
“The man was on hisway back to Wodenderry,” said Dirk dowly. “Theroyd city.”
“Dowe have aking' shastard in our village?’ EImingraasked in avery faint voice.

Just then, one of the babies began adow, mournful howling from the other room. Angeline smiled a
them dl, giving away no secrets. “Royd bastard or village bastard, someoneiscdlingme” shesad
cheerfully. “Let me go see what my niece and nephew want.”

And she disappeared into the room where her Sster lay, tending to two infants. Dirk and the women
were |eft staring at each other, their faces pale and their hearts scampering madly in their chests. What a
tale to be told tonight over garden fences and barroom tables! What magic had visited their village last
night—indeed, cometo live with them, nestled into the corners and aleys of their town! A king's bastard!
Who would have believed it? Everyone would know by nightfall. Thiswas a Safe-K eeper’ s house, of
course, but this was surely one secret that would not be kept.

Part One

Chapter One

Fonaassgned namesto dl her dolls, and she was arranging them by how much she loved each of the
people those dolls represented.

Her mother, of course, wasfirdt, followed closdly by her brother, Reed. Her aunt Angeline was next,
then EImingtra, then Lacey and Isadora. Of al the people she knew, Thomaswas the very lagt, the
person she liked least, and she not only put him at the end of the long line of dolls, she tossed him across
the room so that his head landed under the bed. Unfortunately, Thomas was visiting her mother’ s house
thisweek, and she would have to be polite to him even though she didn’t want to.

She had dways liked Thomas just fine, until the last time he had cometo vist. Hewas a Truth-Td ler,
awanderer who went from village to village answering such questions as were posed to him and
volunteering information that people might not have wanted to hear. Fionawas not the only onewho
didiked him because he had told her something that she would rather have believed was not true.

But Truth-Tellers could not lie. Falsehoods could not crosstheir lips. Anything they said had to be
believed.



“Fona sgrowing into afine young girl, isn't she?’ he'd said to her mother last time he was here.
They’d dl been ditting around the table, esting sweet gpples and enjoying the late light of amidsummer
evening. All except Reed, who' d been off playing with one of Elmingtra s grandsons. “How old are you
now? Eight?’

“I'll betenthisfal,” she had replied.

“Ten! Soold! A woman grown before you know it,” he had said. He had away of laughing when he
talked, even when he told unpleasant facts, which was one of the reasons people did not like him. They
thought he mocked them with unpalatable truths. He was gaunt and weeathered from so much travel, and
hisdark hair and his curly beard were both alittle unkempt. His brown eyes were set back in deep
hollows, as though he looked out from a place of shadow on al the verities of the world.

“ She' sgoing to gpprentice with Elmingrain afew years,” her mother said in her quiet voice. “Learn
about herbing. She' saready better in the garden than | am.”

“Not that that would take much,” Thomas said with a snort.

Fonawas offended, but her mother grinned. “I do well enough with tomatoes and beets. But Fiona
can make anything grow.”

“Maybe she |l be the village witch, then, after EImingra stimeisdone,” Thomas said.

“No,” Fionasaid. “I’m going to do my mother’ swork. I'll be a Safe-Keeper.”

Thomas had |ooked straight at her with those deep and knowing eyes. “No,” he said, “youwon't.”

Fonahad cried out in quite afit of anger, but he had merely shrugged and pedled another apple. “I
will so be a Safe-Keeper if | want to be,” Fionahad said again, glancing at her mother for support. But
her mother had merely given her that quiet smile, hiding al her thoughts.

“You'll bewhat you chooseto be,” Damianahad said, refusing to get into an argument or contradict
Thomas or even seem to worry about what he had said.

“I hateyou,” Fionahad declared, ssomping from the room. And no one had chided her for that and
neither had Damiana mentioned the wholeincident later that night when she cameto tuck the childreninto
bed.

But Fiona did hate him, and she wished he was not here a her birthday party. She would just as soon
not turn ten with Thomasthe Truth-Teller Stting there, watching her with his considering eyes.

Reed cameto find her in her room afew minutes after she had rearranged her dolls, putting Isadora
before Lacey after dl. They shared the small upstairs|oft, its doped ceiling so low that Reed would not
long be able to stand upright under itsbeams. A sturdy wall divided her neat haf from hisuntidy one.

“Fona Where are you? What are you doing? It'samost timeto eat.”

“I'mjust playing,” she cdled out.

He bounded through the door and landed with abounce on her bed. Almost instantly, he changed his
mind, scrambled to hisfeet, and dropped to the floor beside her. He could never st till, this brother of



hers, he was always charging off in one direction or another.

“Wall, aren’t you done playing by now?’ he asked, his voice carefully patient. He had learned along
time ago that it was very difficult to hurry Fiona. If she wanted to sit heretill dawn of the next day,
dressing and organizing her dolls, Sit here she would, even if the whole town gathered downgtairsfor a
feast in honor of her birthday.

“Almost. Who' shere?’ she asked.

“Elmingtraand two of her daughters and three of her grandchildren, and Dirk and hiswife—oh, and
their baby!'— and hisdad, and Josh and Ned—"

“IsAngdine here?’

He jumped to hisfeet and began to circle the room, touching the curtain, the oak dresser, the
nightstand, in turn. “Not yet. But she said she might be late. She said not to wait dinner for her.”

“But | don’t want to eat without Angeling!”

“Wdll, everybody else doed! It smdlsredly good and everyoneis hungry.”

“I don’'t want to haveto st by Thomas.”

“Fine. I'll 9t with Thomas. Greg and | will trip him if hetriesto come over and talk to you.”

Greg was EIminstra s grandson, three months older than Reed. “1 didn’t say | wanted you to do
anythingto him—"

“Just come downgtairs and eat,” Reed said impatiently, coming to ahdt in the middle of her hierarchy
of dalls.

“It'syour birthday! We can't have the feast without you!”

She glanced up at him and smiled. For children who were not related by blood, they looked
surprisngly dike. Both had fair skin and silky blond hair, Fiona s hair finer and whiter than Reed's, and
both had dim, wiry buildsthat concedled their true strength. Reed wasinexhausdtible, ableto run or play
or even work tirdlessly throughout the day. Fionawas not so active, but she knew she could endure
amog anything. She had nearly cut afinger off one morning, dicing swesetroot a Elmingra s, and she
hadn’t even cried out when the knife went in. She had suffered every childhood disease without the
smallest protest, and once, when she had falen off abroad stone fence that she had been climbing, she
had cracked her head open on arock buried in the ground. She had not complained about that, either,
not thelittlest bit.

“It'syour birthday, too,” she said. “ They can’'t have the feast without you either.”
“Yes, but I'm going downgtairsright thisminute,” he said. “ Please come? Make it aspecid day?’
She put her hand out and he pulled her to her feet. Already he was an inch or two taler than she was,

everyone predicted he would be abig, strapping boy, one of those fair, happy yeomen who could be
found standing at the de booth at every county fair.



“Itisagpecid day,” she said, and kissed him on the cheek. “Happy birthday.”

Shefollowed him downgtairsto find everything ready for the feast and the thirty or so neighbors
gathered there quite ready to begin eating. A little cheer sounded when she and Reed appeared, and they
were pushed to the front of the line that had formed around the table. “ Birthday children arethefirst to
eat!” someone cried. Fionaloaded up her plate and took it outside to where a grand mismatch of tables
and chairs had been arrayed on the lawn, and she and Reed both settled in. Soon enough everyone was
gathered around them, Damiana sitting next to Fiona, Greg beside Reed, Elminstra on the other side of
Damiana, and dl the other neighborsfdling in asthey chose. The food—jpotluck supplied by al the
vigting friends—was delicious, and there was so much of it that nobody felt too greedy going back for
seconds, or even thirds.

Thomas, who could usudly be found right by Damiand s Sde any time he wasin town, spent most of
histimein conversation with Dirk and hisfather, afact that Fionaviewed with darkling satisfaction. He
must have redlized that he had offended her on hislast visit and was making amends by keeping out of her
way now. That pleased her very much, but not so much asit would if he took back hiswords altogether.

“Mmm! Thischerry pieis heavenly! Who could have madeit?’ EImingtraexclamed.
“Ned swife, | think. She said she had anew recipe,” Damianareplied.

“Wall, she came by to get cherries from me last week, but she didn’t say she was going to make
anything thisgood.”

“I liked the baked chicken,” Lacey put in. “What spices do you suppose she used? Mine never turns
out quitelikethat.”

“Dill and thyme,” Elmingtraand Fiona said in unison, because it was the sort of thing any herbalist
would know, and Fionawas taking pridein her ability to recognize al sorts of plants by their smell and
flavor.

Elminstrabeamed at her. “That'smy girl! I’'ll haveto send you to my sister over in Merendon some
day. She can grow awhole field of crops that won't take purchase here.”

“Yes, please” Fionasad. “I'd like that.”

Her mother reached over and tugged one of Fiona sblond braids. “Not for awhileyet,” she said.
“You'reso little and Merendon is so far away. | want you to stay with me awhile longer yet.”

“Oh, of coursel will,” Fionasaid earnestly. “I’ll stay aslong asyou need me.”

This caused the other women to laugh, which caused Fionato scowl. But she didn’'t havelong to
pout, because from the front of the house came the sound of awagon creaking and a horse whickering.

“Isthisthe party?’ came awoman’svoice, somewhat faint asit carried around the house.

“Angeine!” Fionashrieked. Reed was on his feet even before she was. They raced around the
vegetable garden at the back of the house, ducked under the branches of the kirrenberry tree, and leaped
over the gate without bothering to unlaich it. Angdline wasjust then climbing down from the wagon, and
sheflung her arms out to offer them an embrace.



“Look at you two! Reed, have you grown again? Fiona, your hair'sso long! It sonly been three
months sincel’ ve seen you—how can you have changed so much?’

They hugged her and danced around her and swore that they hadn’t changed, not on the insde, and
look, didn’t she want to comein and see Reed' s new dingshot, Fiona s new dolls?

“Inabit, yes, indeed, | want to see everything,” Angeline said with alaugh. “But first | must get my
bags from the cart and say goodbye to my friends—"

Damiana spoke up from behind them, having come around the house in amore leisurely fashion.
“Wadll, hello there,” shesaid in her warm voice. “I didn’t realize Angeline was coming to town with the
two of you. Areyou staying for dinner? There s so much food!”

Till now, Fionahad paid no attention to the couple sitting in the front of the wagon, but a her
mother’ swords, shelooked up to seeif she recognized them. The man and the woman looked pleasant
enough, but Fionawas sure she' d never met them before. The woman wasfair haired and fragile looking,
wearing afashionable blue dress over her brittle frame. Her companion was more hearty and robust, a
wdll dressed, wedthy looking man with akind expression. Fionathought he was probably a merchant,
since he certainly didn’t appear to be alaborer. She thought hiswife looked boring.

“Wecan't stay,” thewoman said in afaint voice, seeming to need dl her energy to summon asmile.
“I want to go to theinn and lie down.”

“Victoriatiresso easily,” the man said, gpology in hisvoice. “But | understand you' re having quite a
party here! Abirthday celebration for these two young folks, isthat right?’

“Yes, gr. We'reten, sr,” said Reed. He had dready moved to the front of the wagon and was
inspecting the horses. “I like your team! Matched baysl May | pet them?’

“Very gently. The gelding on the left isalittle edgy, but the mare on the right won't mind.”

Fionawas il looking up at the new arrivals, thinking no one should betired if dl she' d done dl day
was St in awagon, when her aunt’ s voice came gently in her ear. “Fiona, you remember Robert and
VictoriaBayliss, don't you?’ shesad. “They live near mein Lowford, and they came by to vist two
summers ago when you were staying with me.”

“Shewasn't home that day,” Reed volunteered, his hand busy against the arched neck of the mare.
“Remember? She' d gone off to the dress shop with your friend. But | was home. | remember you.”

“Wadl, and | remember you! Y ou’ ve grown half afoot sincethat day, though,” Robert said genidly.

“You'resure you won't comein just for abit?’ Damianasaid. “I could brew someteg, Victoria. It
will pick up your spiritsalittle. And there’ swonderful pie”

“Thank you. It's not my spirits but my body that’sfrail,” Victoriasaid, again making the effort to
gmile. “If | could rest for just awhile—"

“I've got everything | need,” Angdinesaid briskly. “Go on into town. Thank you so much for the
ridel”

“WEe Il be back inafew daysto pick you up,” Robert said, gathering thereins. “Y oung man, if you'll



step aside, we' |l be on our way. Happy birthday to the both of you!”

And with awave, he set the horsesin motion. Victoria could not be bothered to wave, but she did
amile again and give them alittle nod before the wagon pulled out of sight.

Reed went running back to the party, but the two women stood there amoment asif to gossip, and
Fona stayed beside them to listen.

“She' sno better, then?” Damiana asked. Fiona supposed she was referring to the wan Victoria

“I dothink sheisin pain much of thetime,” Angdinesaid. “I try not to hold it againgt her that sheis
such apoor and sickly thing. But Robert is so hae and energetic! It isalittle sad to see him tied to her
likethat.”

“Though | think helovesher,” Damianasaid.

“Heiscertainly good to her,” Angeline replied.

“Who is she? Who are they? Why does she act likethat?’ Fionainterrupted.

The woman exchanged glances and private smiles. “ They are friends of mine from Lowford,”
Angdline said, her hand coming to rest on Fiona' s head. “Robert ismy landlord, and charges me dmost
no rent at al. Victoriahas me sew al her clothes, because she saysonly | know how to set a gtitch that
doesn't scratch her. Indeed, their patronage has made it very easy for meto livein Lowford al done and
not worry very much about money.”

“But why does she act that way?” Fionaasked. “All bent over and hurt looking like that?”’

“| suppose because sheredly does hurt,” Angeline said.

“There was an accident when she was a young woman. She got swept out of her father’ sboat and
washed downriver. She was missing for weeks, and everybody thought she was dead. But then she
returned, bruised and broken, having fetched up some miles downriver in atown where she knew no one,
too sick to speak. It was only when some kind people there nursed her back to health that she could tell
them where she belonged.”

“Robert was quite taken with grief in the weeks she was missing,” her mother added.

“Why?’ Fionasaid. Shedidn’t think Victoria seemed like the kind of person anyone would miss.

“Because she was engaged to marry him, and he thought he had lost her forever.”

“I don’'t think 1" d have wanted her to come back if she was going to come back like that,” Fionasaid.

“Fional” her mother and her aunt said a the same time. Her mother added, in the voice of gentle
reprimand that was her harshest form of punishment, “ That' s an unkind thing to say. Y ou, with al the
advantages of youth and hedlth, should be kindest of al to someone who isweak and in pain.”

Fonashrugged. “I'll try,” shesaid, “if | ever see her again.”

Angdine shook her head alittle, asif to say, What can you expect from a Ten year old girl ?*“ Now,”



shesaid, more briskly. “Where sthisfood I” ve been hearing about? I’ m very hungry—and unlike
Victorig, | can certainly eat!”

After the medl, it wastimefor gifts. Between them, Fionaand Reed opened box after box of
treasures, including dolls and soldiers and avariety of games. They were both well pleased with the
assortment. Indeed, Greg and Reed and afew of the other boysimmediately set up around of ring toss
and began running back and forth across the lawn with as much energy asthey had shown at the start of

the very long day.

“Doesn't gt ill too much, doeshe?” Thomasinquired, coming to St by Angeline and Damianaand
Fona

Damianalaughed. “1 would say never,” she said. “He slike abright fire on the kitchen hearth. He
burnswithout ceasng.”

Thomas nodded at Fiona, though she kept her eyes on her new doll and pretended he had not joined
them. “And thisone?’

Damianareached out a hand to stroke Fiona shair. “Thisoneislikeacod in thefirepit. Cool to look
at but blazing with heat within.”

Fonacould fed that the Truth-Teler was till watching her. “ Come with meto the front of the
house,” he sad. “I have a present for you, but it needs explaining.”

The two women looked over at Fiona, for they could tdll, if he could not, that she had set her mind
against Thomas and might not be eager to go. But she shrugged and laid her doll aside and stood up.

“All right,” shesad.

A few months ago, he would have taken her hand and led her around the house, but today he did not
try. Hejust walked in silence beside her as they passed the garden and rounded the corner and cameto
rest under the still, spreading branches of the kirrenberry tree. Kirrenberry trees never grew very tall or
very broad, but their flat, dark leaves were wide and dense, and if you stood benesth one on the sunniest
day, you would stand in absolute shadow.

“Lagt timel was here,” Thomas said, running his hand down the smooth bark of the thick trunk, “your
mother allowed meto trim a couple of branches and take them with me for whittling. | made two whistles,
onefor your brother and one for you.”

Fonafrowned alittle. “I’ ve never heard of anyone making awhistle from akirrenberry tree,” she
sad.

“No, and I'll show you why,” he agreed. He pulled asmall flute out of apocket in his vest. The wood
was light colored and prettily marked with darker swirls and flecks the size of abird' seye. He had strung
it on ablack slk cord so she could wear it around her neck. “Here. Blow into it and make amelody if
you can.”

Fionagave him asharp glance, then took the whistle from his hand. Putting her mouth againgt the
blowhole and her fingers on the openings of the pipe, she breathed in.

But no sound came out.



Shetried again and again, each time blowing harder, but the whistle would issue no music. “I don’t
understand,” she said at last. “Why doesn't it work? Isit broken?’

Thomas shook his head. He was il standing with his hand against the trunk of the tree, watching her
with his shadowed eyes. “Because a kirrenberry tree won't make asound,” he said. “Y ou can cut its
branches to make two sticks that you hit together along with the beat in ared— but they make no sound.
Hit it with an ax and thetree yields up no ringing noise. Fll it in the forest, and you will not hear it
toppling to the ground. A whistle makes no music. Birdswho land in its branches forget their own songs.”

Now shewas frowning. “ That makes no sense”

He nodded. “ That’ swhy the kirrenberry treeis planted in front of the house of every Safe-Keeper in
every village from here to the Cormeon Sea. Because akirrenberry tree sgnifiessilence.”

She lifted her head; now she understood the lesson. If she did not like this mute whistle, she could not
be a Safe-Keeper. If shewas afraid of silence, she could not learn her mother’ strade. “ Thank you very
much,” shesad digtinctly. “1 will treasure my kirrenberry flute forever.”

Now he smiled at her, more amused than she had expected. “| was sure you would,” he said. “Now,
I m about ready for more of that pie—how about you?’

Chapter Two

It was going on toward midnight before the last of the birthday guests|eft. Greg had falen adegpona
blanket by his grandmother’ s chair, but Reed was till parading around the back lawn, his new whistle
held to his mouth, producing unheard music for an invisible audience. EIminstrasighed and pushed hersalf
to her feet.

“Wél, I'mthelast one here. I’ d better be getting back,” she said. “ Greg! Wake up, child, we have a
littlewak home.”

“He can deegp on thefloor in the big room,” Damiana offered.

Elminstrasnorted. “Y ou’ ve got ahouseful already,” she said. “ He can wake up long enough to
stumble a quarter mile down the road. Greg! Gregory! Open your eyes!”

But Greg snored on. The women laughed. “I'll carry him,” Thomas said, and scooped the deeping
boy into hisarms. Greg never woke. “I'll be back in alittle bit,” he said to Damiana, and walked off with
Elmingrainto the soft dark.

Damiana stood up. “Reed! Fional Timefor bed!”

For Fiona, thiswas the best part of the day. Every day.

She cleaned hersdf up at the sink in the kitchen, then hurried up the open stairsto her room. She was

dressed in her nightclothes and under alight sheet when her mother cameinto the room, holding asingle
candle. Her mother settled on the edge of the bed and patted the covers around Fiona s shoulders.



“All tucked in? All comfy?’

Fonanodded, tangling her hair on the pillow. Damiana smoothed the loose curls from her forehead,
her hand cool as spring rain. “So what made today special?’ she asked, as she dways asked.

“A lot of things, today,” Fionasaid. “All the people. All the food! All the presents. Angeline.”

“Turning one year older,” her mother suggested.

“I don’'t fed awhole year older,” Fionasaid.

Damianasmiled. “No. Y ou never do, on your birthday. On your birthday you fed exactly the sameas
you did the day before and the day before. Six months from now you'll fedl older. In two yearsyou'll fed
older than you do right now. But it'sdow. It'san invisible process.”

“Like summer,” Fionasaid. “Oneday it'sjust there.”

Damianalaughed. “Exactly like summer. And then, eventualy, like winter. But not for afew months
yet.”

“How long will Angdline say thistime?’

“Just two or three nights, | think.”

“And Thomas?’

“Maybe aweek. | don’t know.”

“He made us whistles from kirrenberry branches.”

“And have you forgiven him yet?’

Fonascowled. “I don’'t haveto forgive him. | don’'t even haveto like him.”

“No, youdon't,” her mother agreed. “Many people don’t like Truth-Tdlers. But if you don't like him,
it should be for something he’ sdone other than tell the truth.”

“Hesaid | wouldn't be a Safe-Keegper!” Fionaburst out.

Damianaleaned down and kissed her on the forehead. “ Ah, see, he was practicing the wrong skills
when he said that,” she murmured. “He was pretending he could forecast what isto come. But histalent
isfor tdling the truth, not tdling the future.”

“So then he doesn’t know? | will be a Safe-Keeper after all?’

Damianakissed her on the forehead again. “Y ou will be whatever you want to be,” she said, as she
had said that day.

“But don't the sons and daughters of Safe-K egpers dways become Safe-K eepers? Like you and
Angdlinedid, like your mother did, like her mother did—"



“Many timesthey do. Not aways. Think how dull it would beif you knew, from the very day you
were born, what you would grow up to be. If everybody knew. Y ou might become, instead, afarmer. Or
an demaker. Or afarrier. Or awoman who raises rabbitsin her hutch out back. Y ou might become a
Truth-Teller o—who knows?—the Dream-Maker. Y ou might not want to be a Safe-Keeper after al.”

Fionapicked a her mother’ s deeve. “ Reed can become whatever he wants,” she said. “He' snot a
Safe-Keeper’ sson.”

Damianalaughed. “Y es, indeed, Reed does not seem like the type to Sit at home and look after other
peopl€ s secrets.”

“I used toworry,” Fionasad. “When | waslittle.”
“Worry about what?’
“That you wouldn’t love Reed as much as you loved me. Because he wasn't truly your son.”

“But | do. I love you both exactly the same much,” Damianasaid, laughing alittle a her own choice
of words.

Fonanodded solemnly. “But | didn’t know that. | waslittle. | thought there was only so much love.”

“Loveislike water from the ocean,” Damianasaid. “Y ou cannot empty it dry. Take bucket after
bucket of water out of the Gormeon Sea, and thereis till more water left than you could ever use up.
That'swhat love slike.”

“And you won't ever send him away? To Wodenderry?’

Damiana smoothed her hair awvay again. “Not to Wodenderry or anywhere ese,” she said. “Reed will
only leave hereif hewantsto go.”

Fonaturned to her side and snuggled deeper into the pillow. Shewastired, but shewasn't deepy.
She thought she might lie avake along time, thinking over the events of the day. “ It was avery good
party,” shesad.

Damiana kissed her on the ear, making her giggle. “Good night, Safe-K eeper’ s daughter,” she
whispered. “ Sweetest dreams.”

Damianastood and carried her candle across the hall toReed' sroom, leaving Fiona sroomin
darkness. Fionalistened, as she listened every night, to her mother’ s goodnight interlude with Reed. They
talked over the party (hisfavorite part of the day was playing ring toss with Greg) and discussed which of
histoys he might play with first in themorning. Findly, Damianasaid, “Timeto deep, Safe-Keeper's
son.”

“I’'m not deepy,” he said, ashe said every night.
There was amoment’ s slence; Fionaknew her mother had leaned in to press her lipsagainst Reed's

cheek and forehead. “Y ou’ re degpy now,” Damianamurmured. “I’m giving you magical deeping kisses,
al over your face.”



“But I'mredly not tired,” heins sted.
“Ah! Another magica degping kiss”
“Can | come down and st with you and Thomas and Angdine?If | can’t fal adeep?’

“Liehereawhile, and if you can’t fal adeep in twenty minutes, then you can come downgairs and
have a cup of tea. But you'll be deepy because—here’ s one morel—I’ ve given you al these magica
deeping kisses. Good night, Reed.”

“Good night,” he answered through ayawn.
Hewas, as he always was, adeep before Damianawas through the door.

Fionalistened to the sounds of her mother’ s footsteps going carefully down the stairway, and then to
the sounds of talk and laughter that floated up during the next half hour. She closed her eyesand willed
deep to come, but it would not. Her mind was too busy showing her imagesfrom the day: Elmingra’s
laughing face, Thomas haunted eyes, the Sckly Victorialeaning back on the hard cushions of the
traveling wagon. After awhile she gave up and pushed back the covers. Moving as quietly as she could,
she crept out of her bed and halfway down the sairs, perching on the smal landing just where the
sairwell curved, so that she would stay out of Sght.

The big room below wasfilled with not only the noise of conversation but the scents of coffee and
brandy and tobacco. Fiona could aways tell when Thomas had come for avist; he carried aromas that
none of the women of the village brought insde. He was here often enough—every few months—and
would usudly stay afew days. Damiana, dways serene and cheerful, was even more chearful whenever
he cameinfor avigt.

Hewasthe onetaking just now.

“Oh, yes, | wasin Thrush Hollow two weeks ago,” he said, hisvoice dow and sardonic. “Cdled
there by the village busybody—and a committee of her friends—who wanted meto tell her neighbor
what afilthy pig hewas.”

“And washe?” Angdineinquired.

“Worst sty | ever saw, that aman called a house and not acow barn,” Thomas said roundly. “Must
have had fifteen dogs, al of them living in the house, aswell as a handful of wild boyswho seemed as
likely to throw their garbage on the floor astakeit out back and burn it. Morelikely, actualy. Y ou never

smdlled such astench. And don't even ask me what the yard and garden looked like. Wdll, they’ d been
hobbling their horsesingde the front gate at night, so you can guessfor yourselves.”

“Soyou told him helived like an anima,” Angdline prodded.

“Told him he was adisgrace to hisfamily, aswell asahazard to generd hedlth, and that his sons
needed schooling and his animals needed training and that his neighbors had decided, rightly, tosendina
delegation to clean out his place.”

“How did he respond?’

“Atfirst he blustered, then he broke down, talked about hiswife dying two years ago and how



everything had dipped out of hishands. So | told him to welcome his neighbors del egation and ask for
their help, and maybe life would get better—and cleaner—from now on.”

“But that wasn't the end of it, I'll wager,” Damianasaid in a soft voice.

Helaughed. “No. Then | told the busybody neighbor lady that she fancied hersdf arighteous woman,
but there wasn't abone of human kindnessin her, since she did nothing to aid aman so desperately in
pain. And | told one of her committee friends that her husband was not, in fact, dead, but living over in
Merendon with another woman. | didn’t go looking for these truths just to be unpleasant, mind you, but
they were there, apparent, and | was compelled to speak them.”

Fionacould hear the smilein her mother’ svoice. “Never cal a Truth-Teler to your house unlessyou
arenot afraid of the truth. For he seesthings you would wish never to be discovered.”

“There satruth that came out down by Marring Gross just aweek or so ago,” Thomas said.

Marring Grosswas only afew milesfrom Angeline’ shome of Lowford. “Redly?’ asked Angdline.
“What wasit?’

“Gold buried in the cleric’' sback yard. Enough of it to send his two young sons on their way in the
world.”

Fonafdt her eyeswiden. Clerics were not supposed to marry and certainly should not have children.
But Angeline' svoice did not sound surprised when she answered. “Oh. Yes. They're half brothers, aren’t
they, those boys?’

“Yes. Ten and twelve. Three people keeping those secrets, though it seems each woman was
surprised asthe other to find she was not the only love of thisman’slife.”

“How did you know?" Fiona heard her mother ask.
“How did | know what?" Thomas replied.

“How did you know it wastimeto reved this particular secret? Why did it become the province of
the Truth-Teller and no longer the property of the Safe-Keeper of Marring Gross?’

“Actudly, shedidn't know,” Angdinesad. “But | did.”

“But then—did you let go?’ Thomas asked. “Because suddenly, one day, the knowledge wasjust in
my head. | wandered down to Marring Gross and advised the town council to begin digging.”

“It' sstrange,” Angeline said. “Y ou would think, being a Safe-Keeper, | would know the answer to
that. Some secretslast only until the person who hastold them is dead. Some secretslast until the
Safe-Keeper knows it istime to repeat them. Some secrets are never reveded.”

“Who killed Anya Haber?’ Damianamurmured.
“Exactly!” Angdline exclaimed. “No one has ever answered that question, and I'm surethe

Safe-Keeper of Thrush Hollow knew the answer before she died. But it was a secret that was meant to
be kept.”



“I have secretsthat should die with me,” Damianasaid. “But will they? That’ swhat | want to know.
How can | make surethey don't get freed somehow after I’ m gone?’

“I think the secret knows,” Thomas said. “When to be a secret and when to be atruth. We' re just the
instruments that hear the words and keep them—or spesk them.”

Angdineyawned. “Well, her€’ sa secret. I'm exhausted. I'm going to bed and deeping for ahundred
hours.”

Damiana sounded amused. “Not with my children in the house. You' |l be awake a dawn.”
“Then I’ d better start degping now.”

There was the sound of chairs scraping back and dishes being gathered up. Fiona scurried back up
the stairs before anyone could spot her and returned to her bed. Now she was yawning; theillicit little
excursion had findly tired her out. She closed her eyesand dept.

Reed crept into her room early in the morning. “Fonal Are you awake? Are you awake? Fional”

“What?’ she grumbled, turning over to look at him. It was hard to remember amorning in her life that
had not begun with Reed interrupting her dreaming.

“Get dressed. Come out and play,” he commanded.
“I don't likering toss,” she said with a poutt.

“Not ring toss, then! We can play war with my new soldiers. Or build my new kite. Or run down to
the spring and catch fish.”

“We never catch fish.”
“But we will today! Or we can go down to Elmingtra s and seeif Greg can come out. Or we can—"

She wanted to cover her head with the pillow, but it would do no good. Reed would keep inventing
dternatives until he hit upon one she liked or she wearied of telling him no. So she climbed out of bed and
put on her clothes and tied her hair back in adoppy braid. A quick, quiet trip to the kitchen, and they
were on their way before anyone elsein the house was adtir.

They decided, after dl, to go to the spring, half amile away and icy cold no matter what the season.
Asdways, Fionaloped along in ardatively straight line toward the godl, while Reed ranged around her in
eliptica circles. Heran ahead of her to chase abutterfly, fell behind to sudy an anthill, tossed abdl in the
air and then had to run after it when it did not land where he expected. Occasiondly he would loop back
to show her some treasure—ared rock, a broken flower, a captured spider with long, thin legs. Fiona
was the only girl she knew who didn’t mind spiders—or any other bugs, for that matter—so she
inspected the creature closaly and then et it free. Reed had dready forgotten it, running off againin
pursuit of other diversons.

When they madeit to the creek, Fiona hitched up her skirts while Reed rolled up the pants of his
trousers, and they waded in the water. The stones under their feet were dippery with moss, and of
assorted Szes, so it was hard to keep their balance; but they were good at this. They had spent alot of
timein the creek. Fionafound three flat rocks and skipped them, one by one, down the length of the



water. Reed went splashing after fish, never quiet enough or quick enough to catch them.

“When | grow up, I'm going to get aboat and go out to sea off the Cormeon coast,” he announced.
“AndthenI’ll catch dl thefish | want.”

He was always changing his mind about what he wanted to be when he reached the age to choose a
career.

“When | grow up, I’'m going to stay right here,” Fionasaid. She had waded out of the water and was
now ditting on the muddy bank, shredding long pieces of grasswith her fingernails.

Reed came over with great splashing steps and she drew back alittle to avoid getting spattered. He
stood in the cold water right in front of her, kicking at the ripples of the current. “Or | might go to
Movington and work in themines” he said.

Fionawrinkled her nose. 1t seemslike hard labor. And dirty.”

“Or | might learn to be ablacksmith. Ned said he' d take me on some day, if | could ever learnto
Seitledown.”

Fonalaughed. “Then you'll never be ablackamith.”
“Or | might go to Wodenderry and meet the king,” he said.

Fonathrew her scraps of grassinto the swift moving water. “1 don’t think it's so easy to meet the
king,” shesad.

“I'll go up to him and say, ‘Hello, your royd highness, did you know I’ m your son?”

“And he'll say, ‘Here are the keysto my kingdom!”” Fionasaid. “1 don’t think so.”

“Hemight not think I’'m really hisson,” Reed agreed.

“Y ou don’'t have any proof.”

“And Mother and Angdinewill never say for sure.”

“Maybe you're not the king' s son,” Fionasaid. “Maybe you' re the king' s brother’ s son. Maybe
you' rethe king’'s enemy’ s son. Maybe you' re the son of nobody in particular, but the king's Safe-K eeper
stole you out of theroya city for reasons of hisown.”

Reed stooped down to scoop a stone out of the water. “Well, it would be good to know for sure,”
he said, and skipped the stone down the stream. He was better at this than shewas; it dipped in and out
of thewater Sx times beforeit finaly sank.

Fonashrugged. “It doesn't matter to me. | don’t need to know.”

“You'renot curious, likel am,” he said, nodding.

She shrugged again. “I don’'t mind secrets”



That wasn't true, though. It wasjust that she didn’t mind this particular mystery. Other secrets made
her edgy. Shedidn’t likeit when girls at the schoolhouse whispered to each other and then looked around
the room and giggled and whispered some more. She didn’t like it when people stopped at her mother’s
house looking pale and despairing, and her mother sent the children away for an hour. When Fionaand
Reed returned, her mother usually looked tranquil as adways, but now and then she looked troubled, a
little grim, asif she had eaten something that made her abit sck. Fionadidn’t like those secrets.

She had secrets of her own, things she had told no one. She had found a gold coin on the road one
day, apparently dropped from anobl€e's coach, and she had hidden thisin alittle box at the bottom of her
dresser. She had flirted with Cabert Seston one day out behind the schoolhouse, but he had not seemed
to be aware that she wasflirting and he never paid any more attention to her than he had before. She had
heard Thomas say to her mother one night, “ There' s one truth you ought to know, and that’ sthat | love
you.” And though she wished it was't true, her mother had replied, “1 love you,” right back to him. Fiona
hadn’t told anyone of that overheard conversation, not even Angeline, not even Reed.

Despite her ahility to keep her own counsd, Fionafound that not many people confided in her. The
girlsat school did not draw her aside to whisper about the boysthey liked or the little transgressions they
had committed. Strangers did not stop her on the street so they could pour their hearts out to her. She
had mentioned thisto her mother, and Damiana had tried hard not to burst out laughing.

“Oh, swestie,” Damianahad said, hugging her tightly, “it doesn’t work that way. Y ou'renot a
Safe-Keeper when you' re ten years old. Y ou might be eighteen, you might be twenty— one day it will
happen and you will just fed it. Like the silence that comes after dl the crickets and the cicadas have
stopped singing. You will fed it, and everyone dse will senseit. But it won't happen for awhileyet, if it
ever does.

Ligento al themusic of theworld for awhile yet, while you can still Sng it back.”

It was only Reed, redlly, who told her any secrets at al, and they were small onesso far. He'd
accidentaly broken the westher vane a Dirk’ sfather’ stavern; on purpose, he and Greg had thrown eggs
at Ned' s blacksmithing barn. Fionarather disapproved of the egg throwing incident, but she realized a
Safe-Keeper could not be ajudge, so she did not reprimand him. She merdly said, “I'll never be the one
totdl.” 1t was Greg who confessed to his mother, which got both the boysin trouble, and they had to
spend the whole next weekend cleaning out Ned' s tool shed. Fiona supposed that was more a
punishment for wrongdoing than for choosing the wrong confidante, and she didn’t consider it her fault
that the whole tale cameto light. Nonetheless, it showed her the consequences of a secret betrayed, and
s0 she vowed to guard her own private information—when she had it—with afierce and unbreakable
reserve. She thought even Thomas could not ask her to do better than that.

Chapter Three

Thomas and Angdline stayed two more days, then headed back to Lowford with Robert and
Victoria. Three days later, the Dream-Maker came to the door.

She arrived at the house in aramshackle traveling coach pulled by sorry, mismatched horses, and she
climbed out with al the painstaking downess of an old woman burdened by too much weight and too
many aches. She wastrying to pay the driver—who steadfastly refused to take her money—when Fiona
and Reed came running up to throw themsdlves at her.



“Isadoral” they cried, frisking around her until she opened her arms and took them each into ahug.

“Look at you, Fiona, so pretty. Reed, how did you get so tall? | swear, you are two of the most
beautiful children I’ ve ever seen. Give me ahug, now, and then let me go. Reed, can you carry my bags?
Goodness, you'll be aman before | know it.”

Damiana came out of the house with her widest smile on her face. Fionaknew that, of dl her friends,
Damianaloved Isadorathe best. But then, so many people did.

“Isadoral | didn’t know we were expecting you,” Damiana said, leaning forward to kissthe older
woman on the cheek.

“| wanted to come for the children’ s birthday, but | was held up in Thrush Hollow,” Isadorasaidina
mournful voice.

Damianaingtantly looked concerned. “ Oh no. What' swrong?’

| sadora shook her head. “ The baby—born too soon— well, that’ s another one gone. | stayed with
my daughter two weeks, but after awhile it was clear she wanted the house to herself. So | came here.”

Damianatook Isadora s arm and drew her toward the door. “Fiona, can you go pick some fresh
mint?’ she asked over her shoulder. “I’ll make someteaand we'll talk.”

As Fionamoved through the herb garden, she reflected on Isadora s sad life. It was said that every
Dream-Maker experienced excessive personad tragedy, but Fionafound it hard to believe that any of the
other women could have gone through quite the series of calamities that |sadora had experienced before
therole of Dream-Maker fell to her. She had been married quite young and had two children; her
husband had died of fever. A second husband, by whom she had another child, had been hanged for
murder. Fionawasn't sure what had happened to the third husband, though he appeared to be gone for
good after leaving her with three more children. Her two oldest boys had perished at sea; her youngest
daughter had run away when she was fourteen and had never been seen again. This middle daughter, with
whom Isadora was closest, had given birth to three tillborn children. Parents, siblings, cousns—all had
either turned away from Isadorain anger or been lost to disaster.

But that wasthe life of a Dream-Maker, Fionaknew. Unlike Truth-Tellers and Safe-Keegpers, who
could be found throughout the kingdom, only one Dream-Maker lived a any given time. She wasamost
aways an older woman whose own life had been full of woe, but everywhere she went, somebody’ s
dearest wish came true. Thus she was beloved from one end of the kingdom to the other. Innkeepers
gave her their grandest rooms; poor farmers and rich merchants pressed food and coinsinto her hands.
Y oung girls showered her with kisses, hoping her mere presence could make some favored young man
turntothemandfdl inlove.

Fiona had asked Isadora once why she decided to grant some wishes and not others. Isadora had
shaken her head, and her untidy mass of gray curls had tumbled free fromitspins. “I’d like to be able to
tell you that,” she said alittle sadly. “ There are so many wishes | would have granted if | could! But the
power doesn’t seem to work that way. It is my presence, not my will, that knocks some hidden desire
into being. | have no control over the processat all.”

Once that was explained, Fiona hadn’t bothered to voice her own most secret wish. She just hugged
it to hersalf and wondered if the day might arrive when the Dream-Maker’ s presence might make her



own dream cometrue.

Reed was out somewhere playing—of course—but Fiona sat at the table like an adult, Spping fresh
mint teaand listening to the two women talk. For awhile, in hushed tones, they discussed Isadora s
daughter.

“| do wonder, sometimes, if she’ d be better off if | never went back to visit her,” |sadorasaid at last.
“It seemstragedy strikes her most deeply every timel’ m there.”

“That can’'t betrue,” Damiana said quietly. “Perhaps she is being groomed to take on your role after
you're gone. Her sorrows are her own, and not of your doing.”

|sadorasighed heavily. Everything about her was heavy, from her shape to her spiritsto her voice;
and yet her broad, sad face was the kindest one Fiona had ever seen. “I would not wish therole on
anyonethat | loved or hated,” she said. “But | must confess, | am growing weary. In afew years, | will be
happy enough to lay thisburden down.”

“Then who will be Dream-Maker after you?’ Fiona asked.

The women looked over at her, both of them smiling. “I don’t know,” Isadora said. “ But someone
will step forward— someone whose life has been astudy inloss. One day she will redize that, even
though she still cries, someone around her isrgjoicing. That though she suffers, she has the power to bring
joy. Almogt, it will make up to her for her own troubles.”

“What dreams have you had ahand in bringing to life these past few months?’ Fiona' s mother asked.
“That boy in Movington—the blind one—woke up the day after I’ d been there, and he could see”
“That'smarveloud” Damianaexclaimed.

“Hisfather sent me the most beautiful shawl. | would have returned it—because, redly, it was not of
my doing— but I’ ve learned by now that joy must find an expression. No one will take their gifts back.
So | put it away to give to agranddaughter some day.”

“What other dreams?’ Floriaasked.

“Oh, awholerange of them. A merchant in Cranfield made an excdlent investment with a high return.
A woman in Lowford boreliving twins after five fillbirths. A young man in Thrush Hollow was successtul
in his courtship— though | truly don’t think | had a hand in that, because he was a very handsome boy,”
|sadora added. “I’ d have accepted him mysdlf if he’d come wooing mel”

They dl laughed. “Haven't you been in theroyd city for alittle while?” Damiana asked.

| sadora nodded. “It’s an odd place, though. So full of people, so rife with dreams and desires. | can
fed them pressing a me when | walk down the streets. Some people will run after me and catch at my
clothes and pour out their hopes and wishes. Other people will cometo my roomsat al hours, night or
day, desperate for favors. It isavery exhausting placeto be.”

“I wouldn't like such aplace,” said Fiona.

“No, and | didn’'t stay long,” Isadora agreed. “But | felt acompulsion of sortsto go there. | don’t



know if there was a particular person who needed me. | don’t know if | did that person any good.”
“Did you see King Marcus?’ Fiona asked.

Isadoranodded. “And his daughter. From adistance, of course. They were riding through the Streets
inavery formal procession, and there were guards all around them, so | didn’t get avery good look.”

“What was he like?” Damiana asked curioudly.

Isadorawrinkled her nose. 1 thought he appeared quite disagreeable,” she said frankly. “He sat very
straight on his horse and looked out over the crowd asif hewastrying to smile but he didn’t have much
experience with smiles, so hewasn't sure how to do it. Now and then he’ d lift his hand and wave, but
you could tell hedidn’t redlly want to. People cheered him, of course, but | do have to wonder if they
redly lovehim.”

“He' sagood king,” Damiana observed. “The roads are well mended, the taxes are fair, and there
hasn't been war since hisfather was on the throne. Maybe we don’t need someone warm aslong aswe
have someone competent.”

“Maybe,” Isadora said rather doubtfully.
“Did he look like Reed?’ Fiona asked.

Isadoralaughed. “Not at al. He and his daughter are both dark, though she at least has afair
complexion. Hisisswarthy asafarmer’s.”

“PrincessLirabel,” Damianasaid. “What's shelike? Isn't sheal grown up now? Eighteen, at least?’

“Twenty,” Isadorareplied. “ She had amore pleasant face than her father, but she looked sad. | don’t
know why | say that, because she was smiling and waving with much more energy than hewas. But | just
thought she looked unhappy.”

“Perhaps her father has arranged an unwelcome marriage for her.” Damiana Guessed.

“I didn’t hear any talk like that while wasin Wodenderry,” Isadorasaid. “ The rumor going around
was that she wanted her father to acknowledge her as hisheir next year, on her twenty first birthday. But
he will not do so—at least, thisis what people were saying. | wasn't at court, you understand, and no one
was confiding in me.”

“Why won't he acknowledge her?’ Fionaasked.
The older women exchanged glances. “ They say he doesn’t want awoman on the throne,” Isadora
sad. “You know, hemarried again last year, practicaly the minute Lirabe’ s mother was dead. His new

gueen is quite ayoung woman, but so far she hasn’t borne him any children. Daughters or sons.”

“I'll bet there’ s someone who would have been wishing hard for your servicesif she' d known you
wereintown,” commented Damiana. “ The new queen.”

“Perhaps | should go back soon,” the Dream-Maker said with atrace of humor, “and introduce
mysdf a theroyd paace. | could live quitealife of luxury whilel tried to do afavor for my king.”



“Maybe that’ swhy you felt compelled to go there after dl,” Damianasaid. “Maybe in afew months
we Il hear good news from the paace.”

| sadora gave an unladylike snort. “ The man’ s been through two wives and who knows how many
companions,” shesaid. “And he'sonly fathered the one child who lived to adulthood. That girl that he
won't alow to succeed him to the crown.”

“And Reed,” Fiona piped up.

Again, the women exchanged startled glances. “ There' sno proof that Reed isthe king’sson,”
Damianasaid gently.

“You don't need proof,” Fionasaid. “Y ou know.”

“What | know might not be good enough for theking,” her mother responded. “Anyway, I’ m sure the
king would ingst upon alegitimate heir. And so far Princess Lirabel isthe only one he' sgot.”

Just then, Reed burst through the door, covered in mud and holding a coiling snake between his
hands. “Look what | found in the garden!” he exclaimed. “ Do we have abox where | can keep him?’

Isadora emitted alittle shriek and fell back in her chair, fanning hersaf with her hand. Fiona hopped
up to get acloser look at the deek, snuous body. Damianasmiled faintly.

“Wdll, let mejust look for abox, and then I'll get dinner on thetable,” she said. “Isadora, it looks like
Reed’ s dearest wish has come true. Now you won't have to wonder why you came to Tambleham after
al”

After dinner, Reed and Fiona did the dishes, though Fionafdlt that she was doing more than her
share. Reed kept dropping his drying cloth so he could go inspect his new pet and seeif it had eaten its
own dinner of crickets and ladybugs. Damianamoved between them, humming alittle, preparing galons
of tea, loaves of fresh bread, and platters of cookies, asif she expected company.

Sure enough, one by one, the neighbors started to arrive. EiIminstrawasfirst, her one year old
granddaughter in her arms. “Isadora, | thought that was you!” she said, greeting the Dream-Maker with a
kiss. “Tell mewhat you' ve seenin your travels.”

“Héllo, EIminstra, how good to seeyou,” Isadorareplied.

They had only exchanged afew words before the farmer down the road arrived with histwo
teenaged daughters, shy and beautiful. Next it was Dirk and hisfather; after that, the blacksmith, then the
carter, then the money changer. After that, Fionalost track. She helped her mother bring out trays of
food and gather up the used dishes, offering unobtrusive hospitaity. Though dl of these people had, at
some point, cometo this very house to seek Damiand s services, none of them were here tonight to
confer with the Safe-K eeper. They were here with sincere expressions of goodwill and well being, but
they had an agenda that was nobody’ s secret—they hoped some of the Dream-Maker’ s magic would
rub off on them or those they loved. None of them said so, of course. They talked of the westher, the
conditions of theroad, last year' s harvest, next spring’ sfair. Mogt of them brought some kind of small
token to pressinto |sadora s hand—aglittering crystal stone, abraided legther belt, apair of
embroidered dippers. Thoughtful remembrancesthat said in turn, Kegp mein your thoughts. When the
power takes hold of you again, remember me.



It was past midnight before dl the guests were gone, and Fiona was yawning over the sink. Reed,
who was not about to go up to bed evenif hedidn’t fed like being useful, was shuffling and reshuffling a
dog eared card deck, trying to teach himsdlf atrick. Damianawiped down the kitchen table one last time
and peered into the big main room.

“I think they’re dl gone, for the moment,” Isadora said.

“Then let mefix up the bed for you,” Damianasaid. “Y ou two—go on updtairs. I'll bethereina
minute.”

Reed, of course, protested, but without much credibility. Fionawashed her face and went upstairs
without another word. Shetried, asadways, to listen to the adult conversation transpiring below, but she
wastoo tired. Shefell adeep before her mother had even come upstairs to kiss her good night.

Chapter Four

Atfirg, it ssemed like nothing in particular came of Isadora svist. No one found gold in his back
yard in the week after she' d |ft; no extraordinary babies were born. Glasses were not miraculously
canceled, so Fionaand Reed trudged out to the schoolhouse every day, kicking their way through the
first curled brown leaves of early autumn. Fionadid not suddenly with atouch of the Dream-Maker's
hand understand the intricacies of math; and G abert Seston did not seem to have any greater avareness
of her existence. Her deeper, darker wishes, of course, did not come true—but then, neither did anybody
dse's

Until Maddleine Herbrush' s mother died two weeks after the Dream-M aker | eft town.

Madeleine, a pretty, reserved girl about four years older than Fiona, hadn’t been at school that day,
but Fionahadn’t particularly remarked on that. The schoolhouse was small enough to have only two
rooms and two teachers. Just thisfall, Fiona and Reed had been moved up to the room where theten to
sixteen year olds were taught, and Madeleine was in this classroom, though she was often absent. Many
of the sudentswere. Thefarmers' children had duties at planting and harvest times; children from large
familieswere frequently required to stay home and help their mothers take care of sick siblingsor handle
other chores. Damianawas afirm believer in education, and so she rardly succumbed to any arguments
that Fiona or Reed put forward when they tried to convince her that they needed aday off from school.
But they were among the few who could be found regularly in the schoolhouse.

It was only after she got home that Fiona heard the news. Reed had skipped aongside her down the
road to home, then continued on toward Elmingtral sto seeif Greg was availableto play. EImingtrahersdf
was seated in the Safe-Keeper’ skitchen, sipping tea. Damiana stood with her back against the cabinets,
holding her own steaming mug. She wore that expression that Fiona liked |east—the one where she tried
to show no expression a al.

“What'sgoing on?’ Fionasaid, because clearly something was.

Her mother tried asmile. “Hello, sweet girl. How was your day?’

“Itwasadl right. | didn’t do so badly in math. What' swrong?’



“Birdie Herbrush died last night. We re talking about what we might do for her family,” Damiana said.

Fionawasinstantly sorry. “Madeeine’s mother? Oh, the poor thing! Doesn't she have threelittle
brothers and ssters? And afather that travels al the time?’

Damiananodded tightly. Elminstrasaid, “Well, | hate to see anybody leave school before they're
done, but she just might have to. Stay home and take care of those younger ones.”

“Her agter’ sthirteen,” Damianasaid. “Old enough to be some help when their father’ sgone.”

Elminstramade a sympathetic noise. “ Still. Four children and no mother. It' s got to be anightmare for
DdeHerbrush.”

“Wadll, it' sadream come true for Madeleine—for dl the children in that house,” Damianasaid quietly.
“|sadora svisit did some good after dl.”

For amoment, no onein the kitchen spoke. Damiana had said the words so camly that they didn't
instantly register; and when they did, both Fionaand Elminstrastared at her.

“What do you mean,” Fionasaid, “adream come true?’

But ElIminstrahad figured it out more quickly than aten year old would. “ Oh, my,” said the older
woman, shaking her head and gazing down at the table. “ Oh, my lord. Oncein awhile | thought—and
there would be those bruises—but | thought, well, children play. They fdll, they get hurt. | supposethis
was a secret you' ve been keeping awhile?’

“Fiveyears,” Damianasad.

“What secret? What are you talking about?’ Fiona demanded, though she had aready guessed part
of the answer. Why would any child be happy to learn that her mother had died? Fiona shivered and
hoped, just alittle, that her mother would tell her thiswas one of those things she was too young to know.
But her mother looked straight at her and replied.

“Maddeine s mother was a violent woman. She would go into rages and besat her
children—Madeleine—dll of them,” Damianasaid. “And Maddeine was afraid to tell anyone, because
her mother had threatened to do more harm to her brother and sistersif she did. One day Madeleine
came home from schoal to find the other three children tied to the door and bleeding. She stayed so she
could protect them—and she told no one for the same reason.”

Fonafét her lipstrembling as she tried to shape the words. “But she—shetold you,” she whispered.

Damianamoved her shouldersin agesture that might have been ashrug. “ She had to tell someone,”
shesad. “And | could keep her secret safe.”

Elminstralooked up at last. “But you need not keep it any longer? She does not fear the pity they will
al receive when the sory istold?’

Damianashook her head. “ She said she wanted the world to know that her mother was a crue
woman.”

“Shehad alot of friends here,” Elminstrasaid hesitantly. “ Y ou are the Safe-K eeper, of course, but



will everyone believe you?’
Damiana smiled somewhat grimly. “1f they do not, | will call Thomasto town. No one disputes him.”

Fionahad listened to these last few exchangesin silence, feding like her head was about to burst
open. “But how could you!” shefindly exclaimed. “How could you keep such a secret?’

Her mother looked at her with eyes as shadowed as ever Thomas's could be. “Because that’ swhat |
do,” she said gently. “Keep secrets.”

“But not such dreadful ones!”

“Sometimes,” Damianasaid, ill inthat gentle voice. “1 know secretsthat are worse than this one.”
“But you—but you—but things like that should be told!”

“Maybe,” her mother replied. “But not by me.”

Fonashook her head. Indde, it fdlt like her brain was buzzing with a convocation of angry bees. “But
surely Made eine came to you because she thought you could help her—”

Elmingtralooked over a her. “1t wasahelp. Y ou don’t know it yet, but sometimes the weight of
knowledge is amost too much to bear. Sharing it with one other living soul is enough to ease your burden.
Evenif no onedse ever learns of it. Even if nothing changes.”

Fiona shook her head again, more violently, but she could not didodge the bees. “I don’t
understand,” she said fiercly. “How could you not have done anything to help her?’

“Hona—"

her mother said, but Fionaflung her mug to the floor. It exploded into a dozen pieces and threw
liquid in as many directions. Fionaran through the door and down the lawn and out toward the
streambed, without pausing to seeif anyone hurried after her or even came to the door and called out her
name.

She spent the next two hours sitting on the bank of the spring, watching the water gurgle past. The air
was gtill hot enough, this early in the season, to make the notion of wading in cold water seem pleasart,
but she hadn’t bothered to unlace her shoes and step in. She hadn’t bothered to undo the top two buttons
of her dress, which she usualy did as soon as she got home. She hadn’t bothered to pick up a stone and
bounce it down the glittering surface of the water. She just sat there and stared, and wondered how soon
the world would fal apart.

Reed camelooking for her around the dinner hour. She heard him coming from fifty feet away,
because he was making no effort at stealth, but he did not call to her. He didn’t even greet her when he
arrived at the streambed. He merely dropped to a seat beside her on the muddy bank and put hisarm
around her waist.

They sat there afew momentsin silence, and the only thing in the whole world that seemed to have
direction or motion wasthe creek before them. Asarule, Reed was not formed for quiet, but on rare
occasions, when the Situation demanded, he could st till asacat watching an unwary bird. That was
how he sat now while Fiona continued to watch the water.



Findly she sghed and dtirred. Hisarm tightened briefly, and then he released her. He pulled his
kirrenberry whistle out of his pocket and began blowing silent mel odiesinto the hushed twilight.

“I couldn’t have kept a secret likethat,” Fionasaid at last.

Reed held the whistle up to his eye and peered down it asif wondering what obstruction kept its
voiceslent. “You didn't haveto,” hesaid. “It wasn't told to you.”

“But someday, when I’'m a Safe-K egper, someone will tell me agtory like that. | don't know what I'll
do.”

“You don’'t haveto be a Safe-Keeper,” he said.

“But | want to be.”

He shrugged and put the whistle away. Finding ahandful of round stones, he dropped them one by
oneinto the racing current. “Then you'll learn the way of it. Someday. But there' s no reason you haveto
dart practicing now.”

“What if I'm never good enough?’ she asked, not looking at him.

He baanced a bigger rock on his head amoment, then jerked forward with enough force thet it flew
away from him and into the stream. “Well, | suppose, you tell somebody’ s secret, and nobody ever tells
you secrets again, and then you get adifferent job,” he said. “Ned said he tried to be a carpenter before
he was a blacksmith, but he could never understand the wood. He says he understandsiron.”

“It'snot the same thing,” she said impatiently.

He shrugged and threw arock so hard that it landed on the other side of the creek, hit atree, and
rolled into the water anyway. “1 don’'t seewhy not,” he said. “It’ sjust finding out what you' re good at.
Most people don’t know that when they’ reten yearsold.”

“All you're good at isthrowing rocks,” she sad irritably.

He grinned over at her. His eyes were afreckled green, fringed with spiky brown lashes, and even
when he was serious he looked like he was up to mischief. “What | want to know,” he said, “iswhat
some of the other secretsare.”

“You can't ask that!”

“But don't you wonder? And what Angeline s secrets are? Do you think they know about buried
gold?Liketheclericin Thrush Hollow had?’

“I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Or maybe they know that—that—L acey stole adiamond ring from Elmingtra s house.”
“Elmingtradoesn’t have any diamond rings.”

“Wdl, shedoesn’t now,” Reed said.



Fonacouldn’t keep hersdf from laughing. “Maybe they know where old Josh kegps his ill.”
“Maybe they know about people who' ve been murdered”

“No! That' sterriblel”

“Bad people,” Reed said quickly. “People who deserved to die.”

For amoment, Fiona heard the echo of her mother’ s voice. Who killed AnyaHaber?* They probably
know who killed them,” she said, entering into the spirit of it, “and how they did it, and why.”

“They might be hiding evidence,” Reed said. “ A knife. Or acup of poison.”
Fonaglanced over her shoulder. “Maybe,” she breathed, “they helped bury the bodies.”
Reed |leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Maybe,” he said, “there’ sone buried in our root cellar.”

Fonashrieked and covered her ears, but now she was laughing. “No! | won't be ableto deep
tonight!”

“H-0-na,” Reed moaned in an unearthly voice. “I’m coming back to find my bones.”

She screamed again and scrambled to her feet. Reed chased her all the way home, crooning her
name and making her laugh so hard she amost couldn’t keep her footing.

That night, Fionawas under the coverswith one candle il lit when Damianacamein to tuck her into
bed. Her mother sat on the edge of the mattress and brushed her blond hair back, as dways.

“So areyou il upset with me?” her mother asked.

Fiona stared up at her, trying to read secrets on the smooth, composed face. She wondered if this
was why Damiana aways seemed so untroubled, no matter how hectic the day; she knew of so much
that was so much worse. “I’'m trying to understand it,” she said at last.

“Everybody has apart to play,” her mother said. “ Bart Seston raises cattle, the butcher daughters
them so we can have food. A midwife brings people into the world, an undertaker buries them when they
die Lifeisgood sometimes, hard sometimes, bad sometimes, and good again.”

“I don’'t dways understand your part,” Fionasaid.

“l amthevoicethat says ‘| know’ when someonetellsme’‘ Thisistoo hard for meto hold on to by

mysdlf.” | am the soul who reminds other soulsthat they are not alone. | cannot bring them solutions, |
cannot make their troubles disappear, | can only say that | hear them and | understand. Sometimesthat’s

enough.”

“Sometimesit’snot,” Fionasaid.
“Sometimesit’snot,” her mother agreed. “And then they look for help from someone other than me.”

“Y ou said you knew other secrets, even onesworse than Maddleine's”



Damianawas quiet for amoment. “Oneor two,” shesaid at lagt.

Fiona shook her head againgt the pillow. “But aren’t they ever too much for you to know?’ she
asked.

“Sometimes. Sometimes | have to hear someone say ‘| know’ when | have a secret too great to hold
ontoinslence. And then | tell Angeline. Or the Safe-Keeper in Thrush Hollow. Someone else who
understands silence.”

“Y ou can't tell Thomas, though.”
“Thomasisthelast onel would tdll.”
“It' s strange that the two of you would be friends, then.”

Damianasmiled. “Ah, but Thomasis my mirror image, don’t you see? Or perhapsit is stronger than
that. He brings light where | create darkness. He getsto say doud dl the things | have kept to myself.
When thetimefor secretsis past, and the time for truth has arrived.”

Fonaturned on her sde and folded her hands together under her chin. 1 think it would be hard,” she
sad. “To hidethetruth or to tell it. It would be so hard.”

Damianaleaned down and kissed her on the cheek. “ Any task worth doing is.”

Chapter Five

That fal, Fiona s greatest secret was that she was desperately in love with Gabert Seston. Hewas
two years older than she was, a swaggering, honey-blond farmer’ s son with an angular face and the well
devel oped muscles of alaborer. He could beat up any boy in the schoolhouse, both older and younger,
and he had afine, defiant way of answering Miss Elmore when she asked him aquestionin class. All the
girlsin the second classroom blushed and sighed when he looked their way, but he was not much
interested in girls. He would rather win afootrace from the quarter mile marker to the school house door
than spend five minutes making conversation with the prettiest girl in class. Even Megan Henshaw, who
was fourteen and beautiful, could not hold his attention for long, though it was an accepted thing thet they
were destined to marry. Megan' s father owned a daughterhouse near the Seston property, and Calbert’s
father owned the biggest herd of cattle for miles around. Megan was bored and possessive when Gal was
stting near her, familiar with him through years of family dealing and somewnheat blinded to his magnetiam.
But she knew al the other girls adored him, and so she wanted him, and made sure to touch hisarm or
addresshim directly at least once aday, even when he gppeared to beignoring her.

Fonatold no one, but she was sure, she had a preternatural certainty, that she and Calbert Seston
were destined to be together. Everything about him appealed to her, from the shape of hisfaceto the
stance of hisbody. She would grin to hersalf when he made some obscure comment that no oneesein
the room, not even Miss Elmore, understood, because she had understood it; it had seemed clever to her.
She knew hiswardrobe by heart. She could often guess, half an hour before he arrived at school inthe
morning, whether he would be wearing his blue shirt or the plain cotton white one with thetiny tear by the
collar. She could distinguish hisvoicein any group, no matter how many were talking at once or how far



down the road they might be. Hislaugh delighted her. His smile haunted her. She wanted to be with him
forever.

Often she was amazed at how well they had been designed for each other. Hisfather’ s farm—which
Cd, an only child, would inherit—was Stuated just outside of town on the northern edge. It was private
enough for someone who wanted to consult with a Safe-K eeper, but close enough to town that it was not
hard to reach. His steady income from farming and raising cattle would mean she would not have to
worry when troubled visitors arrived at her door, whispering, “1 cannot pay you. | have nothing to give.”
And since farming was ajob that took a man’ stime, often from sunup till sundown, Fionawould be done
enough to make vigtorsfed comfortable about creeping into tell their secrets.

They were truly meant for each other, although Calbert did not seem to know it yet.

Fiona sometimes thought she should wait till they were both much ol der—eighteen and sixteen,
perhaps—before she let him know how much sheloved him and how well suited they were. But then she
worried that some other girl might snatch him up firs—Megan Henshaw, most likely, because dl you had
to do waslook at her smooth, scheming face and know that she was aready planning her wedding down
tothelast fdl of lace. Therefore, most of the time Fonathought she should tell him now, as soon as she
could, so heredlized where hisfuture lay and began to preparefor it. Even so, she might not have
approached him that day in late autumn except that circumstances combined to put them aone together
for afew moments, and Fiona sei zed the opportunity when she had it.

It had not, on the face of it, been a propitious day. Ca had arrived late that morning, sauntering in
with alittle haf sneer on hisface, nodding in acknowledgment when hisfriends greeted him with whistles
and cheers. Miss EImore, who had been outlining amathematica problem to the ten and Eleven year
olds, did not at first regpond to hisarrival, just finished her long explanation. Fionareacted, though; her
breath caught dightly in her throat and her heart fluttered a moment behind her ribs. From the corner of
her eye, she watched Cal take his seat, stretch out hislong legs before him, and toss out alaughing
comment to hisadmirers.

Miss Elmore was till talking. “Very well. | want you to solve the problems |’ ve written on the board.
No talking to each other, mind, and no chesating! Calbert,” she said, dmost with no changein inflection
and turning casudly in hisdirection, “what was the criss that kept you from our presence so long this

morning?’

None of the ten year olds began work yet on their math problems, just held their pencils suspended
above their papers. Everybody in the room wanted to hear the answer to this.

“Am | late?’ Ca asked outrageoudy, drawling the words. “ Stupid roogter. It doesn’t seem to know
morning from night anymore.”

“Blaming afarm animd. That doesn't seemright,” MissElmorereplied. “1 think you need to takea
little more responsibility for your own actions.”

“Widl, I'm responsible for feeding him. Maybeif | let him go hungry afew morningshe' Il wakeup a
littlefaster.”

The boys sitting around him laughed. Fionasmiled. Miss EImore was not amused.

“Maybeif | let you St inddefor afew lunch periodsyou' Il learn how to get here alittle faster,” she
sad.



Cabert scowled. “I’'m not staying in a lunch.”
Miss Elmore shrugged. “ Or you can stay an hour after classfor three days. Y our choice.”

Ca couldn’'t stay after class, and everyone knew it, since hisfather required him to be homein timeto
help with evening chores. Ca’ sfather actudly wasn't entirely sure an education was what his boy
needed, and public opinion pretty much assumed that Ca stayed in school only to pite hisfather. At
timeslike these, Fionaworried that Miss EImore’ s strictness might make Ca decide that working full time
on the farm was better than spending haf hislifein class.

But Ca wastoo imperturbableto let on if Miss Elmore had bested him. He shrugged and settled
back more comfortably in hischair. “Fine. I'll Stin at lunch. Doesn't matter to me.”

“Good,” said Miss Elmore briskly. “Now. While the younger children work on math, | want the rest
of you to sit and listen. I’m going to read you a story written by aroya scribe in Wodenderry.”

Fiona hdf listened to the story Miss Elmore read, but she wasn't too engaged by the tale. She put
more of her attention on the arithmetic. She didn’t think she had completed her addition correctly on at
least three of the problems, and she wished Reed was sitting close enough so that she could
surreptitioudy show him her paper and he could indicate her successby asmile or afrown. But shewas
sitting near the back and Reed was in the front row. Miss Elmore had separated them three weeks ago
for just such an infraction. So she sighed and looked over the problems again, trying to drown out the
sound of Miss EImore svoice.

Once the reading was over, the entire classroom turned to history and geography, and then they were

al given writing assgnments modulated by grade. Lunchtime couldn’t come fast enough after that, and
they al spilled out into the dirt clearing that served astheir play areawhen they weren't trapped inside.

Fonatook her lunch with acouple of the girlsin her class, eating the bread and cheese and apple that
her mother had packed for her the night before. She would have preferred to eat with Reed, but he
aways gobbled everything down in five minutes and then ran off somewhere with hisfriends. She could
aways hear them thrashing about in the woods nearby, or yodding out insults, or throwing things that
might not have done much damage but dways generated agreat ded of noise.

Today she had just finished her mea when Reed materialized beside her, along red scratch weeping
blood dong hisforearm. “ Reed! What did you do?’

“Caught it on abranch,” he said, not overly concerned. “ Do you have something | can wrap it with?’
“No, but Miss EImore probably does,” she said. “I’ll go ask.”

“That doesn't look like abranch mark. That looks like you got caught on athorn,” Fionaheard one
of the other girls say.

“Doyou think it's poisonous?’ Reed asked. He said it asif that would please him.

Fonadidn't hear what the other girls replied because she was dready insde the schoolhouse. A few
steps down the hal and she was turning into the upper grade room.

Where Miss Elmore was nowhere to be found, but Cal Seston was making his presence felt.



Hewas standing on achair in front of the blackboard, drawing naughty picturesin chak. He spun
around when he heard the door open, and then relaxed when he saw it was only Fiona. He grinned at
her.

“Thought you might bethe old witch,” he said.

Fonastudied theillugtrations, mostly crude images of naked women. The subject matter didn’t offend
her, but she wished he' d shown alittle more artitic ability. Thismust be thefirst thing she’ d come across
that Cal wasn't good at. “ She' Il know you' rethe onewho did it,” wasdl she sad.

“Nah. I'll tell her | fell adeep and they were on the board when | woke up. Someone trying to make
me look bad.”

“Shewon't believe you.”
He shrugged. “| don’t care what she thinks.”

She admired that level of self assurance; shetried not to care what people thought, but sometimes she
dill did. “Where did she go?’

He hopped down from the chair and was standing so close to her she could smell the soap and swest
on hisbody. “ She didn’t bother to tell me. What do you want her for?’

Reed' s cut was not deep and he rarely bothered to stop for small wounds, anyway. Fiona doubted
he was even gill waiting for her to return to the playfield. “ Oh—I had aquestion for her. But I’ d rather
tak toyou,” shesaidinarush.

Hefolded hisarms and leaned back against the board. “Me! I’'m not good a answering questions.”

She amiled a him. “Not amath question or ahistory question, silly. | just wanted to know if you'd
ever—if you thought—if you redlized—I think you and | were meant to be together.”

It took amoment for him to digest the words; she watched his face change as he understood and
considered them. “What do you mesan, together?” he asked presently. “Like, you want meto kissyou?
Goto thefedtivaswith you? Suff like that?”

“That would befun,” she agreed. “But | meant — forever. We were meant to get married and live
together and have children and spend our lives with each other.”

There was amoment of blank silence, and then he hooted with laughter. “I’ m not going to marry
you!” heexclamed.

“Not now, of course,” she said patiently. “But you—"

“Not ever!” hebrokein. “You' re abastard child! No oneisgoing to marry you! And you're ugly,
too, with that pale face and those funny eyes. I'd give you akiss or two if you realy wanted, but |
wouldn’t court you for real. Nobody will. Y ou don't have afather or aname. Or enough of afaceto
make up for it.”

Fonastared at him and could not speak.



He stared back at her amoment and then laughed again. “Damn,” he said. “Thisday’ s getting crazier
all thetime.” He pushed past her and walked back toward his sest.

Fiona stared at the place on the blackboard where his body had just been. It seemed to shimmer and
be on the point of dissolving. Her ears seemed to be expanding and contracting, alowing sound in and
then shutting it off in an uncertain rhythm. She thought there might be the sound of footsteps crossing the
room, but with the unrdiability of her hearing she could not be sure.

“Shethought | might want to marry her,” Ca said from behind her. So someone ese must have
entered the room. Fiona closed her eyesin mortification. She had thought it could not get worse, but if
Calbert was going to repeat every word she said—"| heard her,” said aquiet voice.

Fiona opened her eyes. Reed. She did not turn around.

“You'reabrat and anuisance, but at least you' ve got royd blood in you. A man doesn't mind talking
toyou,” Cd said. “But she'sloony. And she' s never going to get ahusband, let done me.”

Reed’ s voice was s0ft, easy, the voice he used when hewasfishing in earnest and didn’t want to
gartle away his prospects. “My mom’ sfriends with the witch down theroad,” he said. “Elmingtra? Y ou
know her?’

“She'sloony, too,” Ca said.

“If | asked her to, she’' d give me a potion for warts and hives. She’ d give me a potion that would
make your skin itch and flake off and turn bloody when you scratched it. She' d give me a potion that
would make your hair fall out and never grow back. Or worse,” Reed said.

Therewasamoment’sslence.
“I didn’'t do anything,” Cd said sullenly.

“If you ever say another word about my sister—to her, or to anybody else—I’ [l get every single one
of those potions from EIminstra, and more besides,” said Reed. “I’ll put onein your milk one day, and
gpread one on your chair another day. 1’1l spill one on your head when you' re walking home from school
and I’'m gitting up in atree hanging over theroad. If you ever say aword about my sister, or to my sister,
you'll be sorry | didn’t find the potion that would make you curl up on your daddy’ sfarm and die.”

This second silence was even more profound.
“| wasn't going to say anything,” Cal said et last.

“Good,” Reed said and walked the remaining few feet across the room till hewas at Fiona sside.
“Did you find something to tie up my am?’ he asked.

Still staring at the blackboard, she shook her head. Reed added, “Wdll, let’slook for Miss EImore,
then. I’ still bleeding.” And he put his hand on her shoulder, turned her toward the door, and waked
between her and the sight of Ca Seston until they were out of the room.

Shewas crying by thetime they got to the halway, and so blinded with tears that she couldn’t
blunder her way out the door to the dirt clearing. Reed led her in the other direction anyway, out the front



door to the narrow porch overlooking the road that led away from school, back to home and safety. Al
of the other children were out back, so they sat together on the porch, Reed with hisarm around Fiona,
Fiona sobbing wretchedly.

“Hesaid—hesad—’

she choked out and his arm tightened.

“I heard him,” Reed replied.

“Why would anybody be so mean?’ shewailed.

“Cd Seston’sarat and abully. Everybody knowsit. Everybody but al the girls,” he added
somewhat bitterly.

“But why would he say those things?’

“Because helikesto hurt people. Because hethinksit’ sfunny.”

“I"m so embarrassed,” she moaned.

“Hewon't tel anybody.”

“Hewill.”

“Hewon't. Or I'll give him arash in placeswhere he didn’'t know he could itch.”
Fonagiggled through asob. “What if he didn’t believe you?’

“Wdl, then, he'll find out, won't he?’

Fonalifted her head, which she had burrowed into Reed’ s shoulder. “Don’'t you,” she begged,
“don’t you tell anyone how stupid | was.”

He kissed her on the cheek. “I won't,” he said. “Not aword.”

And he never did.

Chapter Six

They were dl together again for Wintermoon, Angeline arriving in company with Thomas, and
I sadora brought to the Safe-K egper’ s cottage by a Cranfield merchant who had been only too happy to
do afavor for the Dream-Maker. It was the most joyous holiday of the year, though it took place on the
coldest, darkest day, and Fiona and her mother had been baking for daysin preparation.

There were pies made from dried summer apples, and sweet hard cookies. There were three kinds of
bread and two varieties of cake. They had made blackberry tarts and blueberry tarts, and Fionahad
suggested they make kirrenberry tarts aswell.



“Ugh. No. They have avery bitter taste,” her mother had said.
“| thought we could give one to Thomas. And maybe it would turn him silent for aday,” Fionasaid.

Damianachoked and started laughing. “Make him some kirrenberry teaand seeif hedrinksit,” she
sad through her laughter. “1t would have the same effect.”

But of course Fionadidn't.

Everyone arrived at once, Angdline and Thomas from the west, Isadorafrom the east, and they all
hurried into the house to get warm. Everyone was |oaded down with bundles—clothes for afew days
say, of course, aswell asthetraditiond gifts of the holiday—and al the travelers carried insgde with them
the sweet, clean scent of winter.

“My, | don’t remember awinter so cold in at least ten years,” 1sadoraexclaimed. “Poor Helwick,
he' d loaded up his wagon with hot bricks for my feet, and he kept asking meif | was warm enough, but
of course | wasn't. | findly snapped at him, *Well, it would be adream come true if the whole cart caught
fireright now and | could get warm al over.” So the whole rest of the trip he kept looking around, afraid
everything in the wagon was going to go up in flames.”

“It wouldn't be so bad if it would snow,” said Angdline.

“It would be worse!” Thomas replied. “Then it would be cold and wet, and your trip back to
Lowford would be even dower than your trip here.”

“But at least it would be pretty,” Damianasaid.
“Till the horses churned it up and your kids mucked it up and it melted and froze afew more times—"

“He sinafinemood,” Damiana observed to her sigter. “Was he like this the whole way from
Lowford?

Angdinegrinned. “He doesn't like the cold.”

“Wadl, it swaminsde” Damianasad. “Everybody get your things settled in. Fionaand | will put
dinner onthetable”

Since the six of them had cel ebrated Wintermoon together for aslong as Fiona could remember,
everyone knew exactly where their bundles belonged. Reed had aready been moved to Fiona sroom, to
deep on amat on the floor; Angelinewould deep in his bed. 1sadora, who claimed she could not climb
gairsof any kind, would deep on the sofain the main room. Thomas would stow hisgear in Damiana's
own room, as he dways did. The house would befull, but merry.

After the med, which was ddlicious, they gathered in the main room to begin decorating the house.
Fonaand Reed had spent the last two days roaming the woods to find the proper boughs—oak for
strength, birch for beauty, cedar for serenity, evergreen for steadfastness, rowan for faith— and they had
brought them al back to make ahuge pilein the middie of the main room. They would weave dl the
branches together—the thin, bare limbs of the wood twined with the supple bright strands of
evergreen—to make ropes to wind over every surface or dangle above every doorway. They would save
the best branches, of course, for the big wreeth that would hang over the fireplace until Wintermoon night.



The women had hoarded ribbons and scraps from sewing projects all year, and these were used to
bind the branches and add their own magic and memories. “Lace from ayoung girl’ swedding
gown—that’ sfor hope,” Angeline said, dropping her contribution into the pile.

“Red ribbon from Fiona swinter dress—that’ sfor merriment,” said Damiana.
“Gold thread for riches,” said |sadora.
“Blueslk for summer,” said Fiona

Thomas, who did most of the work of binding and hanging the branches, rarely had actud itemsto
contribute, but this year he pulled out along strand of twine hung with tiny brass bells. “ Given to me by an
unfriendly merchant who found my reveations lessthan gppeding,” Thomas said with alittle smile. “He
said | should aways wear these wrapped like a collar around my neck, so that everyone could hear me
coming and prepare.”

Damianaand Angdinelaughed at that, though Fionadidn’t think it was so funny. Who would want to
be the kind of person whose arrival made everyone apprehensive?

“What shdl they represent?” Angdine asked.

Thomas raised his eyebrows at thet, asif the answer “truth” was so obviousthat he didn’t need to
dateit. But Damianatook hold of the long string of bells and shook them to asweet frenzy. “Let them
stand for celebration,” she said, and they dl agreed.

Reed, who rarely had the patience to sit a the hearth and plait tree limbs together, had been outside
inthe cold dark since directly after dinner. But now he came bursting through the front door, bringing
darlight and frost in with him.

“Reed! Closethe door!” Isadora begged.

It dammed behind him as he came bounding up to the five of them seeted on thefloor. “1 found it!” he
panted.

Fonaand the otherslooked up at him. He had grown another inch the past two months and resisted
getting hisfair hair cut, and so he looked the very picture of aragged, abandoned urchin. But hisgreen
eyeswere adight with excitement, and he could not have looked happier. “ Found what?” Angeline and
Damiana asked together.

But Fionaknew. “Oh, Reed, did you?’" she exclamed, jumping to her feet. “Let me see”
He carefully unwrapped alength of blue cotton while the adults cameto their feet and drew close
enough to see. There, coiled in fivethin circles, was alength of truelove vine, itsflat, heart shaped leaves

dtill red from the ondaught of autumn.

“Elmingratold me she’ sonly found it once for Wintermoon, but she looks every year,” Reed said. “I
knew if | looked and looked and looked, I’ d find it sometime.”

Damianapicked it ddicatdy from hishands, and it twined around her wrist and fingerslikealive
thing. “1 don't think I’ ve ever found any at thistime of year,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’'t even



know what it's supposed to represent on the wreath. Love? Heart’ s ease? Does anybody know?’

“I'll take some down to ElIminstraand ask her,” Fionasuggested.

“Oh, good idea. There' s plenty hereto share,” her mother answered.

“I'll go, too,” Reed said.

Fionalooked over a him. “I didn’'t mean now.”

“We can't bind it into the wreaths until we know what it'sfor,” Isadorasaid.

“We can finish the wresths tomorrow,” said Damiana

But Fiona had aready sighed and headed toward the doorway, where they kept their winter bootsin
asomewhat muddy box. “Oh, very well, we'll go now. But | want very hot teaand avery large piece of
cakewhen | get back.”

In afew minutes, she and Reed were bundled up to their eyebrows in coats and scarves, and they
were running down the road to EImingtra’s. It was so cold that Fiona could fed theingde of her nose
freeze; her throat filled with icicles when she breathed. Reed raced ahead of her and then ran back to
meake sure she was not sumbling in the frozen ruts of the road. Her fingerstingled with cold. Within five
minutes, she could no longer fed her toes.

But it was not far to Elmingtra’ s, and soon enough they were pounding on her door and tumbling
ingde. All was chaos a the witch’ shouse, for it wasfilled with ElIminstra’ s children and grandchildren and
what might have been haf adozen friends besides. The fire burned brightly on the hearth and candles had

been thrust into sconces throughout the main room, revealing piles of wood and greenery in dl stages of
weaving.

“Blessyou, children, what are you doing out on such anight?” EIminstra demanded. “Y our
mother—is something wrong?’

“No, we have aWintermoon gift for you—"
Fiona started.
“And aquestion to ask,” Reed finished.

“Take off your coats, then. Though | can’t imagine what question. .. Do you want teaor hot
chocolate to warm you up?’

Fiona shook her head, though Reed immediately opted for hot chocolate. Pausing only to take off his
dirty boots and unwind awool scarf from his face, Reed ran to the kitchen behind Greg and his mother.

“Sowhat isit you' ve cometo ask me?’ Elmingrasaid.

Fionahanded her the square of black silk in which Damiana had wrapped about six inches of truelove
vine. “If we'reto tiethisinto our Wintermoon wreaths,” she said, “what isit we re asking for?’

Elminsira gasped as she folded back the black silk and revealed the bright red leaves of the vine.



Two of her daughters crowded around her to see what had amazed her. “Truelove!” Elmingtraexclaimed.
“Wherever did you get it? And fresh picked, too, becauseit’ s till springy and bright.”

“Reed found it somewhere in the forest. We thought you should have some. But Isadora said we
couldn’t weaveit into our wreaths until we knew what it would bring us.”

Elmingralifted it reverently from its black bed and let the curling vineinsinuate itself between her
fingers. “Heart' sdedre” shesad, alittle absently. 1t means something different for everyone.”

Fionawas alittle disappointed in the answer, though she supposed it made sense. She had been
hoping for something more grand from something deemed so precious. Truelove, for instance; shouldn’t
that be what was conferred by avinewith such aname?“I'll tell my mother,” she said.

Reed reappeared, fortified by cocoa, winding his scarf back around hisface. “Are we ready to go?’
he demanded. “ There' s cake waiting a home.”

“No wonder hejust keeps growing,” Elmingrasaid. “He just keeps eating. Reed, thank you so much
for thetrudove. It waskind of you to think of me.”

“What'sit for?" he asked.
“Your heart'sdesire,” Fionasad.
He considered that and shrugged. “1 think | already have everything | want,” he said.

Elmingtralaughed and patted him on the head, through the layers of wool. “ That's because you're
young and can't think of much to want,” she said. “ Trust me, the older you get, the more will cometo
mind.”

“Comeon,” hesaid to Fiona. “Let’ sgo home and finish the wreaths.”

In fact, it was another two days before the wreaths were finished, since they kept taking breaksto do
other things. Thomasinsisted on chopping two months worth of wood to stack up behind the house,
though Damiana said she was perfectly cgpable of cutting her own logs, thank you very much. “And
Reed’ s gotten very handy with an ax,” she added.

“Reed will be bigger than | amin afew years time, but for now, he'sten yearsold and I’'m here,”
Thomasreplied.

The women went visiting, taking bread and baked treats to friends and neighbors, and entertained
others who dropped by the Safe-K egper’ s house. Fionawent with them some of the time, and some of
the time played with Reed, running through the bare branched woods or pausing by the frozen stream. If
they chipped down through the top layer of ice, they could find the running water benesth, so cold that it
hurt their mouthsto take aswallow. They dways drank from it anyway, then shrieked with pain and
odight.

On Wintermoon night itsdlf, thev ate afeast of adinner and drank two bottles of wine. Fionaand
Reed were alowed only one glass apiece, and Fionadidn’'t particularly care for the taste of even that
much, but she drank it anyway because it was supposed to be festive. The adults seemed to relish the
raretreat, though. Angdine grew slly, and Isadoralaughed asif shedidn’t have asingle care. Thomas
became much more mellow, hisvoicelosing its sarcastic edge and his eyestheir haunted shadows.



Damianadid not seem to change at al, merdly smiling at them al asif she loved them with her entire
heart. But she dways did that.

After the medl, they went outside to light the great bonfire that Thomas and Reed had built before the
sun went down. The wood was dry and caught quickly, and soon they had afierce blaze going that they
would feed till dawn. Reed and Fionaclimbed anearby tree so that they could gaze some distance up
and down the road and spot smilar firesin EImingra s yard and other houses even farther away.

When the fire had burned agood hour or two, Thomas went into the house and came out bearing the
big wresath that had hung over the fireplace for the past two days. It was bound with al their most
precious mementos—the strand of truelove, Thomas sbells, Angeline slace—and carried with it dl their
hopes and dreamsfor the new year.

“Put it on thefire, then,” Damianasaid, and he tossed it on the very top of the blaze. It seemed to
Fionathat for amoment there was acircle of concentrated fire within the random tongues of flame, and
then the wreath seemed to crumple and disappear.

“May we have dl we hoped for,” Angeline said. “May we have happiness and hedlth and love and
well being dl of next year.”

“And the next,” said Isadora.
“And thenext,” said Thomas.
“And thenext,” said Fiona.
“And the next,” said Reed.

Damiana said nothing, just poked at the fire with the end of athin, blackened stick. Fionawasto
remember that long after this blaze fell to ashes and Summermoons came and Wintermoons came, and
came and came again. Of the six of them, only five had spoken up to lay claim to happinessin the coming
years. If Damianahad lifted her voice that night, would happiness have visited them asixth year aswell?
Or had she remained silent because she dready knew the truth and had determined to keep it a secret?
Thefire burned through the oak, the birch, the cedar, the truelove, the lace, the ribbon, the gold, and they
all watched it, and no one chose to speak about the things that were to come.

Part Two

Chapter Seven

The year she wasfifteen, Fiona spent much of her timelearning herb lore at ElImingtra s house. She
had never wavered in her desire to be a Safe-K egper, but her mother had convinced her that it wasa
good ideato have a steady source of income besides.

“Your aunt sews. | makefair copies of correspondence and compose letters for people who can't
write,” Damianasaid. “ There’ s not much money in Safe-Keeping, and it’ s not the sort of profession that
allowsyou to turn people away if they can't pay you. Soit’s best to have a second career, one that
bringsin alittle money, and you like the herb work.



Y ou're so good in the garden.”

Fonadid, indeed, enjoy the herb work, the medicinal and sometimes amost magical propertiesthat
could befound in seed and root and petal. And she enjoyed her time with EIminstra, who was dways so
open and friendly, and whose house was always filled with other people.

While Fionalearned herb lore, Reed tried various gpprenticeshipsin the village. But he wastoo
restlessto apply himself to any one of them for long. He had the strength to be a blacksmith, said Ned,
but he couldn’t be trusted to keep his eyes on the fire. He had an aptitude for woodmeaking, said the
carpenter, but at any minute he would lay down his chisdl or lathe and go dashing out into the Street when
he thought of a more interesting engagement.

“He ssmart, and he remembers everything, and | could teach him to be the best brewmaster in five
counties, but he can’t berelied on,” said Dirk’ sfather, who ran the local tavern. “He doesn’t seemto
have a sense of time or urgency.”

Indeed, Fiona could have told any of these potentid masters that Reed’ s sense of time and urgency
were both dictated by adventurous possibilities: Y ou must come to the forest with me this minute, to see
the moon/lowers opening up... Thefishwill only bite at dawn—wake up now! ... Fiona, why are you o
dow? Thefireflies are just coming out. Tasksthat could keep, skillsthat could be learned over a period
of time, those were not things that would hold Reed' sinterest for long.

“I don’t think he'll be abrewer or a carpenter or ablacksmith or afarmer or anything you've
envisoned,” Thomastold Damianaat the beginning oi the summer. Fionawas supposed to be making
dinner, but instead was eavesdropping on the conversation asthey sat in the main room and sipped tea.
Hisarrival had come as a surprise to Fiona, though Damiana had greeted him asif they had planned this
vist along timeago.

Damianalaughed alittle. “Then what will he be? Wherewill he go?
“Have you ever thought he might want to seek hisfather? Go to Wodenderry and try hisfortune?’
“No,” Damiana said, and her voice was troubled.

“I am sureit has crossed hismind. It'savery lively mind he has, and everything crossesit at some
time or another.”

Fionacould attest to that. She could also have corroborated Thomas' s speculation. Reed had talked
about going to the royd city to see what he could learn about King Marcus—but he' d also talked about
going to Lowford and Thrush Hollow, or moving to Stilton and learning to sail aboat, or bundling up al
his beongingsin abag and walking across the entireworld. It was hard to know what might serioudy
catch hisfancy.

“Wel, we' ll seeif helikesthe merchant life,” Damianasaid. “ And after that—wdl, we'll just see”

Fiona supposed that meant Damiana might next decide to apprentice Reed to one of the merchantsin
town—bhut, it turned out, she supposed wrong. Over dinner that night, their mother laid out an entirely
different plan.

“I"d like you both to go spend the summer in Lowford with Angeling,” Damianasaid. “Reed, I've



arranged for you to spend afew months working with Robert Baylissin histrading business. HE slooking
forward to teaching you what he knows and I’ d like you to be agreat help to him if you can. Fiona,
Angdline sneighbor Kateisan herbdigt like EiImingtra, but she cultivates avariety of plantstherein the
wetter region that Elminstracan’t grow here. | think you' Il both learn agreat dedl.”

“Marvelous! When do we go?’ Reed demanded, but Fionajust stared a her mother.
“But—leave you done al summer—we can’'t do that,” she said.

Damiana smiled and touched her arm. | have some projects |’ d like to get done around the house,
and | won't mind at al being aone. Besides, you know there' s never anything like true solitudein a
Safe-Keeper’ shouse. And if | get too lonely, I'll walk down to Elmingtra’s. Or she' |l loan me one of her
granddaughters to keep me company.”

“I'll keep you company,” Fionasaid. “Reed can go thisyear and I’ll go next year.”

“Oh, | think it will be much less disruptive to everybody if you both go,” Damianasaid, her gaze
flicking from Fionato Reed and back again. “Y our aunt is't used to having someonein the housewho's
as high spirited as Reed. Y ou can help her... contain him.”

Reed burgt out laughing, and Fiona managed alittle amile. It wastrue that Fionawasthe only one
who was ever ableto ingtill asense of direction or purposein her brother, and he would always do what
she asked, even if hedidn't like the task. Fionamight be able to keep him more focused on his merchant
apprenticeship than either Robert Bayliss or Angdine. Perhaps thiswhole trip had been planned for
Reed’ s benefit, and Fiona strue role was to help him aong. In which case she could not redlly protest.

“But | hate theideaof leaving you,” she said.

“And I'll missyou,” Damianasaid. “But think what fun you' || have! Angdlineis so excited about
having you to herself for awhole summer. I’ll get alot done here and be happy to see you when you get
back.”

“When do we go?" Reed asked again.

“As soon as you can pack,” Thomas said. “ Tomorrow or the day after.”

“Tomorrow!” Fonaexclamed, staring at her mother again.

“I can pack in five minutes,” Reed said.

“Or the day after,” Damianaamended. “Y ou might need that much time to get used to theidea.”

But Fiona gtill wasn't quite used to the idea when, two days later, they loaded up Thomas swagon
and headed west to Lowford. Damiana had hugged al three of them goodbye and stood at the gate
waving gaily asthey departed, but Fionacouldn’t feel excited about the adventure. Well, she didn’t much
like adventure anyway. She was alwayswilling to participate in one of Reed’ s escapades, but those were
harmless and close to home. She had never traveled to Lowford—or anywhere—without her mother,

and she had to scowl fiercely to keep hersdlf from crying.

Thetrip itsdf was monotonous, and Fiona s sadness eventually gave way to boredom. They stopped
three or four timesto eat and stretch their bones, and pulled into Lowford alittle after the noon hour.



Angelinelived on the north side of town, on the outskirts like Damiana, SO Thomas pointed out various
sights as they traveled through the pretty city center. Fionaand Reed had been here before, of course,

but not for a couple of years. Fiona had to admit, the bustle of the marketplace and the unfamiliarity of the
Street arrangements were rather exciting. Lowford was nearly twice asbig as Tambleham and a
crossroads as well; there was much more going on here than in her own deepy town.

Angeline was waiting for them at the front door, and hugged them and kissed them asiif it had been
years since she' d seen them, instead of two months. One arm around Fionaand one around Reed, she
looked up a Thomaswith asmile. “ Areyou staying for dinner? There' s plenty.”

He smiled back. “1 think Fionaat least istired of my company,” hesaid. “But I'll be by fromtimeto
time to check on them and take reports back to Tambleham.”

“Good,” Angdinesad. “You rewelcomeany time.”
“Rarewordsfor aTruth-Teller,” he commented, and they both laughed.

“Goodbye, then,” she said. “Now, my magnificent niece and my adorable nephew, comeinsde and
have dinner. See how happy | am to have you for awhole summer!”

Despite the fact that she missed her mother agreat ded, Fionaredly did have awonderful summer.
Angdline sfriend Kate wasthin, tal, fey, and fierce, one of the oddest people Fiona had ever met, but
she knew plants like nobody else Fiona had ever encountered. They would wander through Kate's
garden completely at random, and the older woman would point to thisflower or that herb and rattle off a
description of its properties and how it could best be used to cure fever or heartache. They spent hoursin
her greenhouse, something that Fiona had never seen before. It was constructed carefully of glassand
metal and designed to create an indoor climate that was more favorable to certain species than the
outdoor one. Insdeitstransparent walls they would discuss soil, fertilizer, and pests. The entire house
appeared to have been given over to cuttings, and everywhere stems and tubers sat in glassjarsfull of
water, sprouting coiled, needle thin roots. Even the kitchen table, even the kitchen stove, had to be
cleared now and then so Kate and Fiona could make or consume amed.

Kate svistors were many and various, and they al treated the tall woman asif she wereavisionary
who might at any moment start speaking in an unintdligible tongue. But Fionafdt right at homewith herin
ameatter of days. There was no subterfuge with Kate, no hidden meaning behind her plain words. She
might not speak concisaly or dwaysto the point, but she never wasted time on subjectsthat did not
matter. And Fionalearned more than she had ever thought possible.

Reed gppeared to be enjoying his summer aswell, though he might not have been learning as much.
Every day when they returned for dinner, Angdline would quiz them on what they’ d discovered that day
and how they might incorporate those lessonsinto their daily lives. Fiona could answer easly, tossing off
the names of new plants and the ingredients for new potions, but Reed would often merely shrug and
attack hisfood.

“It wasjust more logging of entries,” hewould say. “Nothing new.” Or, “We waked around the
warehouse and looked at the bins. Can | have more potatoes?” Or, “Did you know Robert ownsfifty
horses and twenty wagons? Fifty horses! The ostlers dong the southern route keep stable stallsjust for
him”

But if asked, hewould say he was having asplendid time and that the merchant life might be the one
for him after all. Fionadoubted it, but she was glad to hear that he was at |east paying attention and



managing to do more than smply be adistraction to the other workers while he was up there,

Robert Bayliss, in fact, seemed to have taken to Reed with dl the fondness of an indulgent uncle. “I
do enjoy that boy,” hetold Angeline and Fiona one night over dinner. Angeline had invited both Robert
and hiswife, Victoria, to join them for the evening med, and Thomas had arrived unexpectedly. It was
quite aconvivia gathering, for Thomas had brought letters from Damianaand Robert had brought wine.
“He sso full of energy. Nothing dows him down, nothing sops him. Give him aproblem and he'll tease
aittill hesolvesit.”

“Or forgets about it,” Fionasaid alittledryly.

Reed grinned. “I’ ve been concentrating.”

“It'shard to be ayoung lad and haveto st till dl day, learning dull facts about shipping lanes and
freighting weights,” Robert said with asmile. “I1 try to give him some variety.”

“Today | helped load grain barrelsinto the wagons,” Reed said with great enthusiasm. “They're
heavy! And they rall, unlessyou swing them just right—"

“And nothing ever boreshim,” Robert said. “And al my managerslike him. | can’t remember the last
apprentice I’ ve had who seemed so promising.”

“Better hire him, then,” Thomas recommended.

“He' s supposed to have another year of school left,” Fionasaid with alittle frown.

“I don't careif | finish school,” Reed said.

“Well, your mother does,” Angedline said. “ So you can talk about your career next summer.”

Victoria, who had said very little during dinner, now touched a cloth ngpkin to her lips. “Angeline,
such alovely medl. Y ou are so accomplished in al the domestic skills,” shesaidinafaint voice. “But |

find—I'malittletired. Could | go St in aquiet room somewherefor afew moments?’

Robert was instantly on hisfeet, bending over her and looking concerned. “Would you liketo go
home? I’ Il bring around the carriage.”

She gave him awan smile. “Oh, no. | need to collect my sirength before| try to make thejourney.”

Angdine carne around the edge of thetable. “I’ll take you back to my room so you can lie down for
awhile. Will that be good?’

“Oh, most excedllent. Thank you so much. Robert, you St here and talk with the others. Angeline will
seetome”

They were scarcely out the kitchen door before Reed legped to hisfeet. “Thomas! | forgot! Come
see my new riding whed. Robert gave it to me and it’ sthe most amazing thing.”

With anod at the ovher two, Thomas stood up. “Y es, you must display your proficiency tome o |
can go home and tell your mother how accomplished you are.”



That quickly, the room emptied out, and Fiona was |eft aone with Robert, to whom she had never
sad aword in privatein her life. “Would you like something elseto eat?’ she asked, deciding to play the
role of hostessin order to make conversation. “Or | could make sometea. There' s cake, too, when
everybody comes back.”

Robert smiled at her. Hereally seemed like a gentle man, she thought, and most agreegble. Shewas
sorry for him, shackled to such adifficult wife. “ Thank you, but | think I’ [l wait for that cake,” he said.
“Y our aunt is quite the baker. | would grow fat if | livedin her house.”

Fionalaughed. “1 try to eat normal portions, but Reed just eats and eats and eats. Still, you see how
tall heisand still so thin. | suppose he can eat as much as he wantsto.”

“I do hope | can convince your brother to come work for me next summer,” the merchant said. “He's
brought so much livelinessto the business! And he' s such ajoy to be around. If I'd had ason, | would
have wanted him to be like Reed.”

“You don't have any children?’

He shook his head. “No. | dways thought—I aways wanted—if the Dream-Maker were here right
now, I’d tell her, * Give me children! And, more specificaly, givemeason.”” He laughed alittle, asif to
soften the demand, but Fiona could hear the deep wistfulnessin hisvoice. “But even she can't help me
out, I'm afrad.”

“Sowhy didn’t you have children?’ Fiona asked, trying to make her voice sympathetic so the
question didn’t sound so blunt.

“Oh, my dear, you can see how fragile Victoriais. She would never withstand the rigors of
childbirth.”

Fonagentled her voice even more. “ Some miscarriages, then?’

“No, no, nothing like that. Jus—we made a decision when we first got married that we wouldn't try
to have children of our own.”

“But if you had dwayswanted a son, and you knew she wastoo fral to have children—"

Fionabegan. She could tell shewas being indelicate, but it smply didn’'t make senseto her that he
had married the woman if she couldn’t give him what he wanted. Behind Robert, she saw Thomas enter
the kitchen so quietly that the merchant didn’t even turn around or appear to notice him.

Robert smiled again, but the expression was full of pain. “ She was happy and heathy when we were
first betrothed. Then there was an accident, and everything changed. But | would not have considered
drawing back from my engagement! And | have alwaysloved her very much. | have had avery good life.
Itisjust thisonething | would change about it if | could. | knew when | married her that she could not
have children, and | married her till, for love.”

Behind Robert, Thomas opened his mouth. His expression was so cynica that Fiona could dmost
guess what he planned to say: Y our wife could have children if she so chose. Y ou have let her delude you
al these years. Fionakept her gaze on Thomas, her face neutral but her eyesfull of warning. He smiled a
little, turned his head away, and said nothing.



“I think you' re aman who isnot so very old,” Fionasaid in akind voice. “ Someday the world may
change, and you will find yoursdf afather after al.”

Robert smiled again. “But | cannot wish for the changes that would make such athing possible.
Whichiswhy | need Isadoral To give medl the wishes of my heart a once.”

“That iswhy wedl need Isadora,” Thomas said, stepping forward then to join the conversation.
“Because our hearts arefilled with so many wishes.”

“I only have one or two,” Fionasaid.
Thomastook his seat again and studied her. “ Giventime,” he said, “you will think of more.”

Reed came knocking through the door again. “Robert! Y ou didn’t come out and see me on theriding
whed! I’ ve gotten so much better.”

Robert cameingtantly to hisfeet. “Well, then, I'll come watch you for amoment or two.” He smiled
down a Fiona. “Youwon't let your aunt serve cake without me, will you?’

“Wewon't even cut it till you're back,” she promised.

Hefollowed Reed out the door, and now she was | eft face-to-face with Thomas, to whom she had
even lessto say. “| could make you sometes, if you like,” she offered without much enthusiasm.

Hegrinned. “1 could make it mysdlf if | wanted it,” he said, stretching out hislong legs. “You don't
haveto wat onme.”

She shrugged and made no more effort at conversation.
“So, are you enjoying your summer with Angeline?’ he asked.

“Yes, and the days | spend with Kate. I'velearned so much, | think | could bethe village witchiif |
wanted.”

Hetilted his head to one side, studying her with hisdark eyes. “Maybe,” he said in amusing voice.
“But | don't seethat asthetruth of your future.”

“But then, you' ve never seen the—the *truth of my future’ with any greet skill,” she said.

Hegrinned again. “I still say you'll never be a Safe-Keeper.”

“I dill say you' rewrong.”

He reached out a hand to toy with aknife left on the table after dinner. “'Y ou don’t care much for
silence. Y our passion for justice istoo strong. | do not believe you' d be able to keep a desperate secret.
Y ou would be much more likely to try and right the wrong.”

“You say it asif that would be aflaw on my part.”

He spread his hands, the knife glinting in the candldight. “ A flaw in a Safe-Keeper, yes. A flawinan
ordinary human being? Hardly.”



“I admit there are things my mother knows that trouble me. But perhapsif they had been whispered
to mein confidence, | would understand them better.”

“Tdl me” hesad. “If you weren't going to be a Safe-K egper, what would you choose to be?’
She was taken aback. No one had ever asked her that. “1 would—I would be—"

“And you can't bethe village witch, either. It's much the same thing. ElImingtraknows at least half of
your mother’ s secrets, and not because your mother repeated them.”

“I would go to Wodenderry and sew for the queen,” she said a random, laughing alittle. “1 would
learn to train horses to perform in traveling shows. | would sail aboat across the Gormeon Sea and trade
for richesinforeignlands.”

“Y ou could do any of thosethings,” he said. “Who knows? And you might.”

She shook her head. “Not me. | was meant to stay close to the place | was born. The real onewho
wants assorted adventuresis my brother.”

“Hée snot your brother,” Thomas said in asilky soft voice.
Fonadared at him. “He s—what?’
“He snot your brother.”

It was amazing to her how much she hated him at that moment. “He' s not my brother by blood, but
he’ smy brother in spirit. We were raised together. \We protect each other.

We bdlieve the same things. HE smy soul mate.”

Thomas nodded. “That, yes. But he' s not your brother. And atime may come when you're glad of
it”

She came quickly to her feet. “I can’t think of asingle time when I’ ve been glad of athing you said,”
shetold him. She strode from the room and through the kitchen door to the back yard where Reed was
demongtrating histaent on the whedl. It was abig spoked circle surmounted by a small seat and
propelled by pedds, and Reed was following awobbly path down the rich summer grass.

“See?| can stay balanced for almost ten minutes now,” he was calling. He spotted Fiona. “Look!
Can you see how much better | am than | was yesterday 7’

“Wonderful,” she cdled. “Can you go faster?’
Of course he could not resist the challenge, and of course he tumbled over dmost immediately.

Robert cried out in darm, but Fionawas laughing. Reed, when he scrambled to hisfeet, was laughing,
too.

“Tomorrow I'll go faster,” he said. “Robert, | can’t tell you how much | love the riding whed. It sthe
best present anyone has ever given me.”



“Wéll, you're the best worker I’ ve ever had,” the older man said.

Angeline poked her head out the door. “Does't anyone want cake? It's chocolate and I’ m ready to
serveit now.”

“ She made chocolate for me because it’ smy favorite,” Reed told Robert asthey al immediately
turned back for the house.

“Maybe she madeit for me. It smy favorite,” Robert replied.

“It' severybody’ sfavorite,” Fionasaid, dipping insde ahead of both of them. “Y ou're not so
Specid.”

They ate quite merrily, dl of them—or a least Fiona— managing to forget therewas an invaid in the
house. But as soon as Robert had finished his piece, helaid down hisfork and stood up.

“Timefor meto get Victoriahome,” he said. “I1t' sbeen along day for her. Angeline, asaways, you
have been the most gracious hogtess. | have so much enjoyed this evening with you and your charming
guess”

Angdine offered to help him guide Victoria to the coach, and Thomeas offered to hold the horses, so
Reed and Fionawere | eft to clean up the dishes and sneak another piece of cake. Reed wasin an
exuberant mood, and as he worked, he talked amost nonstop about Robert and the job and the riding
whed and Thomas and how much he was enjoying this summer in Lowford. Fionalistened and nodded
and agreed with al of it except the praise offered to Thomas, though she didn’t bother telling Reed how
much she didiked the Truth-Tdller. It was her own secret, after dl, and despite what anyone else might
think, shewas good at keeping thingsto hersdlf.

Chapter Eight

Later in the season, about aweek before Fiona and Reed were planning to return home, Isadoraand
Thomas both passed through Lowford at the same time. Angeline had another dinner party, for just the
five of them, though it seemed very strange to Fionathat this particular group of people would gather
together without her mother aso being present. She supposed Isadora and Thomas often visited Angeline
when they cameto Lowford, and that seemed wrong, too. It was hard to believe that people could have
lives and associations that went on when Fiona and Reed and Damiana were not there to witnessthem

and participate.

Isadora, it turned out, hadn’t been to Tambleham al summer. “ So | have no newsfor you,” she said.
“Butisn't it about time for you two to be going home?’

“Next week,” Fionaand Reed said in unison. She was happy about it; he was not. It was not that he
didn’t want to see hismother and his friends again; he just hated to |eave behind the new friends and new
pastimes he had discovered in Lowford.

Isadora glanced at Thomas. “ Are you escorting them back?’

He shook his head.



“I am,” Angdine said rather quickly. “I want to vist my sgter for awhile”

|sadora nodded. “Well, I'll be by before Wintermoon if | can. But certainly I'll be there for the
holiday.”

“Where have your travel s taken you recently?” Angeline asked.

|sadora looked sorrowful for amoment. “Oh, | was just at my daughter’sin Thrush Hollow for the
week. Her husband hasfdlen sick with alung allment. That poor girl, she' s had so much suffering in her
life, | think she must be destined to be Dream-Maker after me. Though | don’t say that to her face, of
course. Shetries hard not to blame mefor al her troubles, but sometimes| think—well, | won’t be going
back therefor awhile. It might be eeser on dl of us”

“Tell us somewhere else you' ve been,” Reed said. “ A place where happier things occurred.”

They dl smiled alittle at that. “Well, of course you' ve heard the splendid news,” Isadorasaid. “1 was
intheroya city about ten months ago and just this week the young queen had ababy boy! Y ou can
imaginethe celebration they’ re planning.”

“Unfortunately, the baby isnot theking's,” Thomas said coolly.

Angdine and | sadoraexclaimed doud at this. Fiona merely looked at him with narrowed eyes. “ Y ou
can't be serious!” Angdine sad. “ Surely the queen wouldn't—I mean, every eyeisupon her—’

“But are you sure?’ Isadorasaid. “ Everyone says that she seems so happy.”

Thomas shrugged. “I tell thetruth asit makesitsaf known to me—and | doubt I’'m the only
Truth-Teler to know thisfact. There may be a Safe-Keeper or two who' s been told this secret, but |
believe thisisonetruth that will wriggle out, and fairly soon.”

“Oh, dear. Well, that’ satrue shame,” Isadorasaid. “I hope | wasn't helping to grant anybody’s
wishesin this case— oh, dear—”

“Wdll, | don't think thisis very happy news ether,” Reed said. “Don’'t you have any storiesthat have
better endings?’

“Let’'ssee... in Marring Gross ayoung man proposed to the girl heloved and she accepted him. That
was a happy ending,” Isadorasaid. “But | think true love prevails even without the services of the
Dream-Maker.”

“Or thisworld would be an even sadder placethanitis,” Angedine agreed, coming to her fedt.
“Would anyone like dessert? Fionaand | made a cherry tart this afternoon.”

“Now that’smy dream cometrue,” Reed said. Everyone laughed.

After that they made teaand ate sweets and talked late into the night. Both guests were gone by
morning, after promising to meet again no later than Wintermoon. Fiona spent her final week in Kate's
garden, taking prized cuttings and listening intently to the detailed ingtructions on how to care for them.

In aweek, Fionaand Reed and Angeline were packing their belongings and piling into acomfortable



traveling carriage that Robert had insisted on lending them. Fiona and Reed |eaned out the windows to
watch the town fold back behind them, but Angeline merely sat with her head resting againgt the back of
the seat, and looked asif she wastired before the journey had even begun.

When they were not far from the outskirts of Tambleham, only about two miles from their own house,
the carriage came to a complete halt. “Now what?” Angeline exclaimed, because they’ d been stopped
twice aready on the road, once by aflooded river and once by afelled tree.

Reed craned his head out the window. “It looks like—it looks like ahay cart has dropped itsload al
over theroad,” he said. “Oh! And there' s another wagon. | think maybe they collided and the hay got
knocked out. The horses are Sideways across the road, too.”

Angelinelooked darmed. “1s anyone hurt?’

“Not that | can see. They dl look mad, though.”

“Canwedrive around?’ Fionaasked.

“Field s pretty wet,” Reed observed. “Might get stuck.”

“I don’t think | can bear to Sit one more hour on theroad,” Angdline said.

Reed had dready pulled the handle and opened hisdoor. “I’m going to walk the last couple of miles,”
hesad. “I’ll be home before you.”

He had one foot out the door when Angeline said, “Wait.”

He turned back with an inquiring look on hisface. Fionawas dready staring at her aunt. Angeline had
been so quiet during the whole long journey that Fiona had assumed she was degpy, or maybe had
devel oped a headache from the rock and clatter of the coach. But now something in Angeline' staut
features and expression of misery gave Fionaa creeping, bone deep chill.

“What isit?’ Fionaasked in alow voice. “What' swrong?’

“Thereis—when you get home—you'll find that your mother’ sbeen sck,” Angdline said.

Reed drew hisfoot back in and shut the door very carefully. Fionasaid, “How sick?’

Angdine shook her head. “1 don’'t know. We both thought—and even Elminsgtra thought—if she
gpent the summer very quietly, doing nothing, she might recover. That’ swhy you both cameto stay with
me. And Elminstrawent to see her every day, and tried every potion she knew. But she—-but your
mother—she hasn't gotten stronger. She's gotten weaker instead.”

“How weak?’ Fiona asked in the same clipped voice.

“I don’t know. | haven't seen her. But Thomas says she' svery frail.”

Without another word, Reed palmed the handle, shoved open the door, and jumped out of the

coach. Fionacalled after him, but he was dready ten yards away, racing a afull out run acrossthe fields,
by the shortest route back to the cottage.



Fonareturned her attention to her aunt. She was furious. “How could you do this?” she whispered.
“How could you take us away from her when there might not be very much time left?’

Angdline shook her head. “ Our hope was to make her better, not to keep you away from her.”
“How could you not tell us such an important thing?’

“She asked me not to,” Angeline said starkly. “And I’'m a Safe-Keeper.”

“And Thomas? He knew?’

“Heknew.”

“And hedid not tell me? He, who repesats every thought the minute it popsinto his head? He knew,
and hedidn’t tell me?’

“Sometimes,” Angdine said sadly, “aTruth-Tdler can choose not to speek. It isjust that nothing he
sysisfdse”

“| hate you both,” Fiona said flatly, and got out of the coach.

She could not run asfast as Reed, but she was a good walker, and she knew the way aswell as
Reed did. The ground was muddy but only impassable in afew spots, and she followed Reed’ sfootprints
around any particularly marshy places. She was so full of rage and fear that she dmost was not aware of
her feet moving and her body working. Her skin was hot from sun or exertion or terror, but her heart was
cold.

No one had had to speak the truth out loud for Fionato know that her mother was dying.

She was panting alittle by the time she madeit in Sight of the cottage. The garden |ooked overgrown,
asif no one had tended it al season. The back door was open, asif Reed had run through without
bothering to closeit behind him. The carriage with Angeline was nowhere in Sght—it was probably still
stuck behind the hay cart two miles down the road.

Fiona pushed hersdlf to arun and hurried through the back door, into the welcome coolness of the
cottage. Damiana and Reed were right there inside the kitchen. He was on his knees and weeping into her
skirt; she was standing there gazing down at him, her arms cradled around his head.

She looked up and smiled when Fionaburst in. “1 hope you were not cruel to Angeling,” she said,
and her voice wasraspy, asif she had been crying or coughing or smply not talking very much. “None of
thisisher fault.”

It was Reed who had aways been able to express whatever the emotion of the day brought; Fiona
was not ableto fall to her knees and lament, much as she wanted to. She merely stared at her mother and
read the story in her eyes.

“Thiswas asecret you could have trusted me with,” she said.

Damianashook her head. “ Thiswas asecret | never wanted to tell,” shereplied.

Angdine did not come to the door for several more hours, though Fiona thought she heard the coach



lumber by the front gate about ahalf hour later. By that time, Reed had camed down enough to sit and
have tea, and the three of them were gathered together at the kitchen table, talking.

“How much time?’ Reed asked.
Damiana shook her head. “I’'m not sure.”
“Till Wintermoon?’

“Maybenot.”

“I’m not going back to school,” he said.
“Of courseyou are! You—"

“I'm not, ether,” Fionasaid.

Damianalooked at her helplesdy, asif she had been counting on Fiona s support. “But | want you to
finish your sudies. Both of you.”

Fona shrugged and sipped her tea “I don’t think there' s anything you can make us do right now.
Except take care of you.”

“That isnot what | would choose for you,” Damiana said softly. “ Spending precious months of your
lifetending adying woman.”

“Y ou have dready taken away three of those precious months,” Fiona said, her voice unyielding.
“We re making sure we have therest.”

Reed looked over at Fiona His happy, carefree face was set and serious; he looked like a different
person. “| can keep the garden and do whatever hasto be done around the house,” he said. “And I’'m
better at math than you are, so I'll buy the goods we need in town.”

“We might need money,” Fionaanswvered him. Both of them ignored Damiana s small wordless
exclamations of distress. “1 can seeif Lacey has any piecework | can do here at the house.”

“Dirk might let me work at the tavern aday or two aweek. He' s asked me before.”

“Fona, Reed—don’t talk that way—"

“And | have some cuttings | brought back from Kate' s garden,” Fionasaid, till speaking only to her
brother. “ Some things that EIminstradoesn’'t have. | can make some potions up, seeif they make things
easer for Mother.”

“Fona, darling, don’t pin your hopes on your herba remedies,” Damianamurmured.

“One sfor pain,” Fionaadded, asif Damianahadn’t spoken. “In case nothing else works. It’s gotten
agood solid rooting, too. | can probably pick afew of the leaves tomorrow.”

“Don'ttdk likethis” Damianaimplored.



Fonalooked over at her mother, at her hurt, hopeful face, seeing thefirst faint ravages of the disease
and thethin linestraced by fear. “Wewill take care of you,” she said in aprecisevoice. “All you have left
to do now isredlize how much we love you.”

Angeline arrived at dinnertime, in company with Elminstra, who brought a casserole. The old witch
came rushing in, throwing her arms around Reed and Fionain turn, whether they wished to be hugged or
not. Fionafet some of her hardheld anger and panic melt alittle againgt Elminstra’ s comforting embrace.
She took a deep gulping breath and had to fight hard not to start crying into the freshly starched linen of
the older woman’sdress.

But she controlled hersdlf and stepped away. “ Thank you so much for al you' ve done for my mother
whilewe ve been gone,” she said.

“Yes, and | wasgladtodoit, and I’d do it another three months or another three years,” Elmingtra
exclaimed. “But it isgood to see you back, you and your brother—she has missed you so terribly—"

“Elmingrahas brought us dinner,” Angdine said in asubdued voice. “And will Say to est it with usif
we' dlike”

“Yes, please stay,” said Reed, and that settled it. Fionalaid another place and they all sat down
together and ate.

The med wasthe strangest one Fiona could ever remember. Damiana and Elmingtra asked hundreds
of questions about how their summer had gone, what they had learned from Robert, from Kate, what
marvelsthey had seen in Lowford. ElImingtrain turn related bits of gossip, news of eventsthat had
transpired over the summer and that might not have made their way into their mother’ s letters. Reed
talked easily, though without his usua buoyancy, but both Fionaand Angeline were quiet, monosyllabic
when they spoke at dll.

And yet, for al the awkwardness, it was an infinitely precious med, one that Fionawould never
forget, for here they were dl together in one room, the four people she loved the most in the world.
Someday soon to be reduced to three.

Someday after that—maybe not so far distant a day—to be reduced again, when Elminstradied, or
Angdline. It had not occurred to Fionatill this very moment, but that was the normal run of things, adults
passed on, children became adults, more children were born. What she had now, this circle of beloved
faces, might come together again only afew moretimesin her life, and who knew when the next member
might be culled? Panic gripped her so tightly that her hand shook on her water glass and she had to set it
back on the table unsipped.

“Fona,” Damianasaid in aquiet voice. “1 want you to take your aunt out to the garden and show her
the fleurmint you planted this spring. It bloomed for the first time yesterday, and she' snever seenit.”

Fionanodded blindly and pushed her chair back. She did not even look over at Angeline, but
stepped away from the table and out the back door before anyone else could say aword. Outside, it was
dark dready, the early dark of late summer, and the smells of laden orchards and cut hay were very
grong. In the faint moonlight, Fiona could see only high shadowswherethetall staks of hollyhocks
should be, and alow furze of darkness where the summer vegetableslay in their cradles of green.

Angeline stepped outside, the door knocking shut behind her, and Fionawhirled around. It was asif
the sobs were breaking her from the inside, snapping her in two bone by bone. Angdine said nothing,



merely took Fionain her amsand held her aslong asthe crying lasted.

Chapter Nine

What Fionaremembered about the rest of that season was Reed’ s gentleness. The boy whose
chatter could only be stilled by deep, the boy who ran so fast he could only be caught by nightfall,
became ayoung man who could sit till and silent for hours at atime. It was Reed who brought Damiana
her bregkfast in the morning, and Reed who carried her from room to room when she grew too wesk to
walk. It was Reed who sat and read to her for hours, or listened when she had the strength to talk. He
did the household chores he had promised—weeded the garden, chopped the wood, shopped in the
market, fixed the gate—but more of histime was spent indoors than out, his hand aways on their
mother’ sarm.

Fiona, who would have said that she was the one better suited to caretaking, found that she could not
bear the quiet vigilsfor long. She busied hersdlf in the kitchen, cooking and canning; she made daily treks
to EImingtra sto fetch more serums or a new soothing teathat the witch thought might ease Damiana's
coughing. She tried making her own potions against pain, using cuttings brought back from Kate's
garden, and stirred these into her mother’ s juice every morning. She greeted visitors at the door, and
admitted them when she thought they might lift her mother’ s spirits, and turned them away when she was
sure they would not. She would have sent them dl away, every one—how dare they intrude on these last
few weeks when there was =0 little time | eft—except that she could tell Damiana was renewed by the
vigits, made happy by the smdl attentions. But she watched in some jealousy as friends from the village
sat and laughed with her mother, making her forget, however briefly, that she was sick, that shewas
dying. Fionahersdlf did not have that gift. She had love, and she had grief, and she had strength, but she
did not have the ability to pretend.

At the end of every day, Reed would carry Damianato her room, and Fionawould go into ask if she
needed anything else and talk over the day, as Damiana had always done with her. At these times, Fiona
tried her best to spesk lightly, to gossip about the villagers, and laugh when the subject seemed
gppropriate; she would see Damiand s face lighten, and she knew exactly what her mother was thinking.
Fonawill survivethisafter al. Shewill be strong enough to continue when | am gone. And every night,
shetried to leave the room while her mother sill had that ook of hope on her face, and every night she
would return to the main room and weep.

And every night Reed would come and sit beside her and put hisarm around her waist and hold her
until the tears stopped. “How can you be so strong?” she whispered to him one night, when she did not
think shewould ever be able to stop crying.

“It'sthe only thing | know how to do,” he said. “To take care of her, and take care of you.”

She wept even harder. “Y ou should not have to take care of me, too! | at least should not bea
burden.”

Hekissed her on the top of her head. “No burden,” he murmured. “Love never is”
Damianawaswell enough to celebrate their birthday, which fell at the very end of summer or the very

beginning of autumn, depending on how you calculated. She had dept most of the day, o she was amost
lively at dinnertime when Reed carried her into the main room. EIminstraand one of her daughters and



two of her grandchildren came with presents and a chocol ate cake, and they had avery festivetime of it.
The event exhausted Damiana, though, and she dept straight through till noon the next day.

Thomas arrived about six weekslater. By thistime, it was near the end, and Damianawastruly dying;
death no longer kept any secrets from her. She had finaly asked them to send for her sster, who had
promised to come stay in thefinal days. Angdline had visited every week or two, but Fionaand Reed had
aways assured her they were managing just fine, they did not need any help, the situation was not
desperate yet. And so she had gone back home, and Fiona and Reed had had another week with their
mother, and another.

But she had grown so weak in the past few days that she could not move from her bedroom. Reed
no longer carried her to the kitchen to take her meals, or out to the main room so she could watch thefire
dancing on the hearth. He stayed and talked to her whenever she was awake; when she dept, he went
outside and attacked with fierce energy whatever chore he had set himsdlf for the day.

Fiona had sent for Angdine the day before and here she was, arriving with the Truth-Teller in tow.

“How isshe?’ Angeline demanded, tripping out of hiswagon.

“Worse,” Fionasaid. Shewaslooking up a Thomas, alittle frown on her face.

Angdline brushed past her without another word. Fionastill gazed up at Thomas. “I haven't seen her
intwo months” he said, ill Stting on the wagon seat with thereinsin hishands. “1 gave you that much
time”

“Areyou going to stay?’ she asked.

“It suptoyou.”

“Up to my mother, you mean.”

He shook hishead. “ Y our decision. Y ou' re the one who doesn’t like me. | wouldn't want to trouble
your last dayswith her.”

Fonafet her shoulders sag. “ She was asking about you just yesterday,” she said, turning away from
him. “1t will do her good to see you. Y ou can stay aslong asyou like.”

He did not move, ether to step down from the wagon or urge his horses forward so he could stable
themintown. “Till theend?’ he asked.

“Yes,” she answered, and waked on into the house without another glancein his direction.

Soon enough, they were dl in the house together, Angdline in visiting with her sster, Fionamaking the
evening med, Thomas and Reed in the main room talking before the fire. All they were missing was
Isadorafor it to be like Wintermoon.

Not at dl like Wintermoon.

Damiana dept through the medl, so the four of them ate around the kitchen table, conversing quietly,

catching up. First therewasloca newsto tdl, of Katein Lowford and Lacey in Tambleham, and then
their attention wandered to broader topics.



“Did you hear about the scandd in Wodenderry?” Angeline asked, shaking her head.

“No,” Fionareplied. Sherarely bothered listening anymore when people talked of anything but illness
and remedies. “What happened?’

“The queen and her baby son have fled the city!”
Fonaglanced at Thomas. “ So you wereright, then.”

He nodded. “1 was not the brave Truth-Teller who informed the king that the baby was not his, but
some reckless woman stepped forward and said that very thing. He had her taken into custody, to be
tried for treason, but three more Truth-Tellers rushed to her defense and told the sametale.”

“So the king sent for the queen, to ask her for the truth in a public hearing, but she was aready gone,”
Angdline supplied. “And one of the king’ s guards with her. Thereby more or less proving the truth of the
accusations”

“What happened to that woman? The one the king imprisoned?’ Fiona asked.

Thomas gave her alittle smile, asif the question did her credit. “ Released that day and given agold
ring by way of apology. Though | still don’t think the king will be welcoming Truth-Tellersto his paace
any time soon.”

“Doesthat mean Princess Lirabd will be named his heir after all?’ Reed asked.

Thomas spread his hands. “King Marcus seems to be amost determined man. He may aready be
looking for anew queen.”

Angeline put her handsto her heart asif to stop its mad fluttering. “ Time for meto head for theroyd
city and try to catch the eye of theking!”

“Hemight be looking for someone alittle younger,” Thomas observed.
Angdinelaughed. “Then | won't waste my time.”
“I'd liketo seetheroyal city someday,” Reed said.

“And you should,” Thomas said. “It' sabeautiful, wicked, holy, crowded, fascinating, and wonderful
place.” Heglanced at Fiona. “Y ou should both go sometime.”

Fiona shook her head. “1’d rather stay right here.”

The next few days passed quite quietly, considering how many people werein the house. Thomas
and Reed were mostly outside, doing heavy repairsto the shed out back and reframing one of the
windows on the upper story of the house. Angeline took over Reed'sjob of sitting with Damianamost of
the day. Fiona, who continued her tasks of cooking and cleaning, could occasiondly hear their voices as
she passed the doorway to her mother’ sroom. Often, it wasAngeline talking, telling light, meaningless
stories designed to make Damiana smile; but sometimes Damianawas the one speaking, her voice very
faint and low. Fionadid not need to ask what Damianawas telling her sster. She was passing on the
secrets that needed to be kept, that someone must know even though the Safe-K egper was gone.



Angdine listened gravely, and nodded, and added the words to her own stores of secret knowledge.

One afternoon while Fionawas rolling out a pastry crust to make amest piefor dinner, Angdine
came from the sickroom. “Y our mother would like aglass of water,” she said. “And she'd like you to
takeit to her.”

Fonalooked up, inquiring. “1s she feding worse?’

Angeline shrugged. “Well enough to talk for awhile. | think there are things she wantsto tell you.”

Fonadid her best to brush the flour from her hands. “ All right. Can you finish this?’

A few minuteslater she carried the water into her mother’ s room. Damianawas Sitting up in bed,
looking pale but determined. Her dark hair was pulled back into abraid and her skin looked white and
exposed. Her eyes were dark and hollowed, just now glittering with ahint of fever. But she smiled when
Fonacamein.

“Something smellsgood,” Damianasaid. “Y ou must be making dinner.”

“Mest pie,” Fionasaid, handing her the glass and sitting on one of the two chairs pulled up next to the
bed. “Elmingtra srecipe. Maybe you' |l be hungry enough to eat some later.”

“I might just be,” Damianaagreed. “Y ou’ ve turned into such agood cook. And gardener. I'm
amazed at everything you know and do.”

Fonasmiled. “Be more amazed a Reed and everything he' slearned. Who' d have thought it of such
arestlessboy?

Damianasghed. “1 wish | knew,” she said, “what you will both choose with your lives. That'swhat |
regret most— having to leave before | have seen you both settled.”

“I'll be a Safe-Keeper and Reed will be—something different every year,” Fionasaid. “And we'll
both be happy and we' Il both think of you every day.”

“Evenif you don't choose to become a Safe-Keeper,” Damianasaid dowly, “thereis one secret you
need to know.”

“Something | can never tell?” Fiona asked.

“You'll beabletotdl it oneday,” Damianasaid. “And you'll know when.” And she leaned forward
and whispered the secret in Fiona s ear.

Fonalistened and nodded, and then they both sat back. She tried to keep the expression on her face
unchanging, but insde she was amazed and full of churning wonder. “And | can’t even tell Reed?’ she
sad.

1] Not ya.”

“But I'll know when | can?’

“If you don't, Thomaswill know.”



Now Fiona couldn’t keep the displeasure from showing on her face. “Thomas knows this secret?’

Damiana shook her head. “Oh, no. | would not trust him to keep such athing. But he' [l know when it
should no longer be a secret.”

“Thank you for trugting me,” Fionasaid formally.

Damiana smiled and reached over to squeeze Fiond s hand. Her grip was pitifully wesk. “1 would
trust you with any secret,” shesad.

Four dayslater, Damianadied. It was asif, after sharing al her information with Angeline and Fiona,
she had nothing very important | eft to do, and so she began dozing for longer and longer hours and
waking up for shorter and shorter periods of time. Angdline, Reed, and Thomastook turns sitting in the
room with her, holding her hand and watching the degpening serenity on her face. Fionakept busy with
the chores of the house, dropping by the sickroom now and then to see if anything was wanted, but not
able to bear the idea of staying for longer than afew minutes. She did not understand how the others
could wait with such patience for such an unwelcome guest; she did not want to be nearby when Degth
mede hisvist.

Elmingtra came by twice aday, bringing teas and potions. Every time sheleft, she was quietly crying.
Theevening of that fourth day, while Angeline and Thomas sat with Damiana, the witch called Reed and
Fonatogether.

“It will betonight,” shetold them, her voice calm even though tears rolled down her smooth cheeks.
“Say your goodbyesto her, makeit plain to her that you let her go. Or she may try to linger another day
or two, and there’ sno purpose to that.”

“Isshe dtill awake?’ Fionaasked. “Can she understand us?’

Elmingtramade an equivoca gesture with one hand.

“Not redly awake, not really deeping. Can she hear you?| don't know. But | firmly believe she can
sense you, can catch the echoes of your emotions. And she will know if you're not ready to let her go.”

Fionalooked to oneside. “I’'m not,” she said.

Reed put hisarm around her. He was so tall now that shefdlt tiny next to him, akitten protected by a
playful but occasiondly ferociouskitchen dog. “Yes, you are,” he said, and his voice was comforting.
“Weboth are. Y ou can do this”

Shelooked up a him. “You'll haveto doit,” shesad.

The two of them ate dinner alone together, saying very little, then Fionafixed platesfor Angelineand
Thomas. Hand in hand, she and Reed dowly waked to Damiana sroom.

“Well sit with her awhile,” Reed announced. “Y ou two go eat.”

Angeline stood up, her face gpprehensive. Thomas rose to his feet more dowly. “Did she—what did
Elmingtrasay when sheleft?” Angdine asked.



“Shetold usto make our goodbyes,” Reed said gently.

A little sob escaped Angdline. Thomas nodded at them, his shadowed face looking stark with grief.
“We have dready done s0,” he said, and wheded and | eft the room. Angeline, crying silently, followed
behind him.

Reed pushed Fionaforward and they took their places in the two chairs positioned beside the bed.
Fonatook her mother’ shand, since she was sitting closest to where the thin fingers lay, and Reed
reached up to brush the dark hair from Damiana s forehead. He nodded at Fiona, asif she must be the

oneto speak firdt.

“Elmingratold us—Elmingrasaid it was time to say— say goodbye,” Fionasaid, her voice fdtering.
“Y ou have taught us—everything you can—and we are grateful for dl that. Every word. Every whisper.
Every secret.” Shetried to say more but the words wouldn’t come. She looked over at Reed and shook
her head. Her eyes burned and her chest wastight, but not a single tear would gather and fall.

Damianadtirred just alittle. Fionacould fed the stick like fingerstighten on her own, and her
mother’ s lips gathered asif she would speak, but no sound came.

“Ssshh,” Reed whispered, leaning over to kiss her on the forehead, on the closed eyelids. “No words
now. Nothing moreto tell. Timefor you to rest now.” He kissed her again, forehead, cheek. “Magica
deeping kisses. Here' sanother one. You'll rest now, with no dreaming. Another magical deeping kiss,
and another—”

It took only afew more kisses before Damiana sighed and relaxed. Fionafelt the clenched fingers
uncurl, saw the cam expression come to her mother’ sface. With a smothered cry, she struggled to her
feet and blundered through the door. Angeline caught her before she had gone three steps down the hall.

Part Three

Chapter Ten

It was clear that it had never occurred to Angeline that there would be any resistance to her plan.
“But of course you're both coming back with meto Lowford,” she said blankly over breskfast three days
later. The funeral was over, Thomas was gone, and the house was a till, sad place. “Y ou can't stay here
by yoursdves.”

“I’'m not leaving Tambleham,” Fionasaid quietly. She wastoo tired to argue or even be particularly
polite. “Reed can goif helikes”

Just moments ago, Reed had expressed awillingness to come live with Angeline and continue his
gpprenticeship with Robert Bayliss, and Fiona' s decision had surprised him as much asit had surprised
Angdine “I'm not leaving if you'renot,” he said.

“Of courseyou are! Y ou both are!” Angeline exclaimed. “Y ou can’t possibly—two Sixteen year old
children living done—it' sunthinkable.”

“There sthe house and the garden,” Fionasaid camly. “They have to be cared for. And someonein



town needs to be Safe-K eeper.”

“The house can be sold, and Safe-Keepers can be found in villages haf aday’ sridein any direction,”
Angeline said firmly. “Y ou’ re coming back to Lowford with me.”

“Actudly,” said Fiona, “I'm not.”

She had worked it dl out, and by dinnertime, with Elminstra s help, she had convinced them all. She
would stay in the house by day, tending the garden; she would go to Elmingtra sin the evenings, so that
no one needed to worry about ayoung unprotected girl degping doneat night.

“And, you know, my granddaughter Allison has been planning to come study with me next year,”
Elmingrasad. “ She' s nearly twenty now. Thetwo of them can live here together and do quite well.”

“But ill! Two young women aonel” Angeline cried.
Reed shrugged. “Fiond s pretty good at handling things. And Elmingtraisjust down the road.”
“Soyou seel’ll bejust fing” Fionasaid. “1 won't beadoneand I'm not afraid.”

“It ill ssemswrong,” Angdline said, but it was clear her arguments were exhausted. “ Any timeyou
change your mind, of course, you just catch the fastest coach heading west. I’ Il dways have aroom
waiting for you.”

“I"ll beback dl thetime” Reed said. “Y ou won't have achanceto missme.”

Fonalooked a himwith alittle smile. “You,” she said, “nothing will kegp you in Tambleham—or
Lowford, ether. I’d missyou evenif | was going to live there with you and Angdline.”

“HeE |l settle down someday,” Elmindrasaid. “You'll see”
“Wel, I'm settled dready,” Fionasaid. “Nobody needsto worry about me.”

Thus began Fiona sfirst year as a Safe-Keeper. Thefirst few weeks were unbelievably quiet and a
little lonely, since no one needed the services of a Safe-Keeper and Fionahad rardly spent any timein her
mother’ s cottage by herself. But she found she liked the silence, the chance to operate just exactly as she
chose. She might sort through her seeds one day, and spend the next day doing nothing but reading. She
took in piecework from Lacey and sewed when shefdt likeit, and didn’'t sew when shedidn’'t fed likeit.
Now that the house was empty, she rarely bothered to cook, just opened and ate from one of the jars of
vegetables that she had canned during thefall.

She did some rearranging in the house. Angeline had helped her clear out some of her mother’s
things, but Fionaredid the room from top to bottom, sewing new curtains and putting down anew rug
and moving the bed to the other wall. Then she made thisroom her own room, and turned her upstairs
bedroom into a guest room, with new sheets and curtains of itsown.

Reed’ sroom she left exactly asit was.
She cut back an overgrown hedge in the front yard and planned where she would lay in new

flowerbedsin the spring. She trimmed the kirrenberry tree, grown quite ragged, and buried alock of her
mother’ s hair under its soundless shade. On one of hismany visits, Reed brought her theroots and haf a



foot of truelove, so she planted it at the front porch to seeif it would take this late in the season. It did,
and its heart shaped leaves were soon sending spiraling tendrils around the lintel of the door. When the
first frost came, al the heartsturned red, and soon held drifts of white snow againgt their vivid skins.

A week before Wintermoon, Fiona had her first customer. It was late afternoon and she was standing
at the front gate, checking to make sure that areca citrant latch was working better now that it was oiled.
Shedidn’'t look up at the sound of the approaching wagon until it cameto ahdt and a passenger dighted.
Then sheredlized that Calbert Seston was holding the reins of the wagon and Megan Henshaw was
coming toward the gate to see her.

“Good afternoon,” Fionasaid, her voice civil and neutrd. It was unlikely that thiswas a purdly socid
cdl; she encountered these two dl thetimein the village, and they dways said hello, but it wasn't asif
ether of them would claim to be Fiona sfriend. Still, they might want nothing more than aleaf of truelove
to add to a Wintermoon wregth. Fiona had aready handed out adozen of them.

“Good afternoon,” Megan said in alow voice. The pretty girl had grown into alovely young woman,
but she did not look like a happy one. Her face was puckered from cold, and her expression was
anxious. “Could I—do you have timeto tak to me?’

“Certainly,” Fionasaid. “Would you liketo step ingde?’

“I'll be back inan hour,” Calbert caled. Megan didn’t bother to answer him and he didn’t wait for a
reply, just set the horsesin motion.

“Yes, indde” Megan answered.

“I'll maketea,” Fionasad.

They were seated at the table spping mint tea before Megan spoke again. “Y ou' re—| cameto seeif
you could give me apotion,” the older girl said. “ Y ou cultivate herbs and plantsthat no oneeseinthis

part of the country can grow.”

Fonadtirred her tea. “I do, but | don’t have everything Elmingtrahas, and | don’t know as many
recipes,” shesaid dowly. “Y ou might be better off to go to her.”

“I can't ask her this. She'smy mother’ s second cousin. | can't get any potion from her.”

Now Fionalooked at her, very direct. “What isit that you want this drug to do?’

The answer wasredlly no surprise. “1 want to make sure | don’t become pregnant with Ca’ s baby,”
shesaid. “Not now. Not yet. We aren’'t to be married for at least another year. Y ou must have something
that | can take that will— that will keep such athing from happening. And you must keep it asecret.”

Fionanodded. “I do. I will. But there is also—you know that there is one sure way to not conceive a

Megan gave awild little laugh. “Oh, but | can’'t say no to Cd. Heis—heisvery indstent. Heisso
used to having hisway. It ismuch easier just to do what he wants.”

“Well, | have some herbs | can give you. Y ou have to make sure you take some every day, and
never skip aday. But if you do that, you should be protected.”



“And youwon't tell anyone?’

Fiona shook her head. “1 won't tell anyone.”

Megan dropped her eyesto her teacup and cradled her hand around its delicate shape. “Cal was so
angry with melast night,” shesaid. “1 refused him. | had thought, aweek ago, that | might be... and | did

not want to risk it. But he said he would not marry me next year if | would not do what he says now.”

“Y ou came to mefor potions, not for advice, but let me offer some advice anyway,” Fionasaid.
“Don’'t marry Cal Seston next yesr, or ever.”

“I haveto,” Megan said, ill whispering. “My father ssid—"

“Someday your father will be dead, and Ca Seston’ sfather too. And you'll till be dive and married
to Cal. Think about that when you' re thinking about how much you want to please your father.”

Megan looked away again. “But where would | go? What would | do?’
Fonashrugged. “Where do you want to go? What do you want to do?’

Megan laughed on a soft exhaation of breath. “Go to the royd city and meet theking. I’d marry one
of hiscourtiersand livein the pdace and berich.”

Fonagrinned. “ Sounds better than marrying Ca Seston.”

Now Megan gave ared laugh. “But much lesslikely!”

“That’ swhat we have dreamsfor,” Fionasaid.

They talked awhile longer and then Fionawent into the pantry where she kept her dried herbs. She
brought out two kinds, one with a harsh taste that was easy on the stomach, one with a Sveeter taste that
sometimes made the patient sick.

“| prefer the bitter one,” Fionasaid. “But it isup to you.”

“I will try them both, and seewhat | like best,” Megan said, stlanding up quickly. Outside, they could
hear the wagon pulling up before the gate and the sound of Ga’ simpatient voice raised. “ Thank you,”
Megan said and threw her arms around Fiona sneck. “1 can't... thank you.”

“Come back if | can help you with something ese,” Fionasaid.

She saw her visitor to the door but did not escort her out to the gate. It was getting dark and alittle
chilly and she did not particularly want to see Cd Seston again.

When she returned to the kitchen, she was to be even more surprised than she had been by Megan's
embrace: The other woman had |eft two gold coins on the table next to her teacup.

Payment for a Safe-Keeper’ s services.

Isadorawasthefirgt to arrive for Wintermoon. “Isit al right that I’ m here?” she asked as she climbed



down from the carriage and waved goodbye to her benefactors. “As| started to come here, |
thought—well, it sdl different now. | thought maybe you weredl a Angdine sand maybe | should go
there, or find somewhere elseto go, and | can, even at thislate date—"

But Fonawas hugging her, pulling her toward the house, laughing as she had not laughed in days.
“No, | am soglad you're here! Angeline and Reed are arriving tomorrow, but | had no way to get in
touch with you—no one ever knows where you are. Oh, it isgood to see you!”

They taked late into the night, for thiswas one evening Fionawould not have to trudge down to
Elmingtra sto deep in that crowded house. | sadora was grieved that she hadn't been ableto makeit to
Damiana sfunerd, but there had been tragedy in her own lifejust then, her sster dying after a sudden
illness

“| swear, therearetimes| don't think | can carry this burden another day, let alone another year,”
Isadora said with asigh. “And then | pass through Movington, as| did yesterday, and | discover that the
little girl who was so Sick last time | was there grew well two days after | left. They had been afraid that
shewould lose her hearing and they brought her to me. Well, I don’'t know how to cure achild—I don't
know why | have the power in methat | have, or how it works, or why it choosesto grant one wish and
not another. But | kissed that little girl on each of her earsand | rocked her for awhile and sang alullaby.
And when | passed through yesterday and they spotted me in the coach, we almost could not make it
down the street. The whole village mobbed us and called out my name, and cheered when we were
finaly ableto pull free. And | thought, ‘Well, perhapsit isworth it after dl.””

“Y ou might be able to help make adream come true herein Tambleham,” Fionasaid. “And you
won't need any magicto doit.”

“Why, how' sthat?’
“Do you know anyonein the roya city who needs ayoung woman for acompanion? An old woman,
maybe, with connections at the palace. | know agirl here who isbright and pretty and eager to get away.

If you had someone to send her to—"

“I can't think of anyone at the moment, but I’ m going to Wodenderry after Wintermoon,” Isadora
sad. “I'll inquire and seewhat | can discover. So you are playing intriguer aswell as Safe-Keeper herein
your little cottage!”

“And wood witch aswell, since people come to me now and then for potions.”
“Does Elmingramind?’

Fonasmiled abit sardonicaly. “Most of the oneswho cometo mefor dixirswould not trouble
Elmingtrawith these requests.”

“Wadll, you' re young to carry all these burdens,” Isadorasaid. “Don’t forget to beagirl yourself while
you can.”

Fonashook her head. “ That timeispast,” she said quietly. “And thisiswho | am now.”
Angeline and Reed arrived in the morning, dong with thefirst snowfdl of the season. Impossibly,

Reed seemed to have grown another inch in the two weeks since Fiona had seen him, and he ingtantly
filled the house with his happy presence. They left the two older women to bake the bread and begin



making the sweets, and they spent three hours tramping through the familiar woods, gathering branches.
“And Robert? How'she?’
“Wonderful. Y ou can tell Robert anything and he understands.”
Fonafdt atwinge of darm. “Why, what have you told him?’

“Oh, that I’'m not sure | want to spend the winter in Lowford. It stoo far from you, for one thing, and
I’'m tired of thework, for another. It'snot that it’ stoo hard, it'sjust that—I don’t know! Thereare so
many other things| haven't done! | haven't been to Merendon to see the great boets, | haven't gone
north to the minesto watch them haul out copper. | haven’t—I haven't been anywhere, | haven't done
anything. | don’t want to settle down and be amerchant my whole life until | know for surethat’ swhat |
want.”

“Wdll, | don't think you' Il be any closer to meif you move to Merendon or the northern cities,” Fiona
observed.

Reed grinned. “No, but | might stay in Tambleham for the winter, and head down to Merendon in the
spring. By then you'll have remembered how quiet the cottage is without me, and you'll be glad to seeme

go”

“I’d be happy to have you, even for aseason,” she said serioudy. “But | hate to see you leave Robert
on bad terms—"

“No, truly, hewas as nice as could be. Said | could come back in the fal and work again. Every fadl,
until | figured out what | wanted to do next. So | said | thought | would.”

She shook her head. “How can you be so restlessand | so settled?’

“Different fathers,” he said with asmile. “ Different mothers, too, though we forget that. Not asingle
drop of blood in our veinsthat we share.”

“Strange,” she said, smiling back, “when we share everything dse.”

Not until the morning of Wintermoon itself did Thomas arrive at the door. No one had asked about
him, though Fiona noticed that both Isadoraand Angeline lifted their heads to listen every time awagon
seemed to dow down asit went by the house. She knew they thought she had told him to make other
plansfor the holiday, but they did not want to ask the question outright, preferring to hope that it was not
true.

That morning, whilethey were still a the breakfast table, there findly came the sound that they had dl
listened for—awagon coming to ahdt at the front gate.

“Isthat—I wonder who that could be?’ Isadora said.
Fonastood up. “I'll go see.”
But it was, as she had known it would be, the Truth-Teller. He sat in the front of the wagon, the reins

wrapped around his hands, waiting for her to step from the house. She pushed through the gate and came
to stand right by the wagon, her hand resting on the footrest on the passenger’ sside.



“We were afraid you weren't coming,” she said.
Helooked down at her with no smile. “1 was afraid | would not be wanted.”

“Y ou will dways bewe comein thishouse,” shesaid. “And it would not be Wintermoon without you.
Comein.”

“I must go stable the horses,” he said. “But you could help me carry in my packagesfirgt, if you like.”

The otherswere spilling out of the front door now, caling out Thomas s namein excited voices. “Let
Reed carry them,” Fiona said with aamile. “He sthe strongest.”

“I’ll be back within the hour.”

It was a strange Wintermoon, but not so sad as Fiona had expected. There was surprising comfort in
the merefact that other people moved through the house, other voices were lifted in the outer rooms. She
had put 1sadora on abed in her own room, Angeline upstairsin the guest room, and Thomas on the sofa
out front, and they were tripping over each other and their piles of half woven branches any time more
than two of them were awake. But that was fun. Meals were sometimes riotoudy merry, and thetime
spent making the wreaths companionable and quiet. Even though only two people in the house were
related by blood, they were, in the most important sense, afamily; and Fionahad only recently redlized
how much afamily should be cherished.

They plaited their bonfire wreath with oak and rowan and truelove, aswell asribbon and lace from
Angedline s stores. Reed contributed alength of twine from one of Robert’s warehouses, saying it would
represent wealth and commerce. Thomastied on astrip torn from an old canvas sail and said, “There.
Now we' Il al go traveling.” Fionaadded afew leaves of lark’ s breath, a plant she had brought home
from Kate' s greenhouse and used to relieve her mother’ s greatest suffering. For she thought it would be a
good thing to have ayear without pain, if one could only get such athing by remembering to wish for it.
They threw their wreeth on the greet fire and watched al their hopes turn incendiary, branding the night
sky. Fionaassumed that she was not the only oneto silently add her own litany of desires, and wish that
they might befulfilled in the coming yeer.

They stayed out till dawn, feeding thefire, taking turns going insde to warm up. When they finaly
went in for good and took to their beds, Fionafound she could not deep. She listened to Isadora s gentle
snoring and thought of her mother and the things that might happen in the year to come. No way to
predict, she redized, what the following months might bring. No way to guessif she was now as happy as
shewould ever be, or if the world held great joys that she would only stumble across by living. Therewas
only thismoment, and in this moment, these people, and there would never be any more certainty than
that.

Sheturned on her sde. But there were still thingsto hope for, to reach for, without |etting go of what

she aready possessed. She squeezed her eyestightly shut and let her fingers close and curl, asif catching
on to something that had, until now, stayed just outside her grasp.

Chapter Eleven



Elmingrainssted that her granddaughter come stay at the Safe-K egper’ s cottage, though neither
Reed nor Fionawanted her. Allison was acheerful girl, nineteen and big as any peasant’ s daughter, with
around, smiling face and curly dark hair. She was easy tempered and good at anything she put her hand
to, though she didn’t like to think too hard and was aways happy to see the workday end.

“Shell learn alot fromyou,” EImingrasaid.

“Yes andI’'msurel’ll like her agreat dedl, but I—can’t she stay at your house and come up in the
mornings?’ Fonareplied.

Elminstrashook her head. “No one' s said anything yet, but people will notice, Fional A young man
and ayoung woman living together out here dl done—"

“A young—you mean, Reed and me? But we re brother and sster.”

“Not by blood you' re not, and everyone knowsit,” EIminstrasaid with a certain grimness. “People
do unsavory things, and so they think other people do, too, and they wouldn’t like to seethe
Safe-Keegper’ s daughter and the king’ s bastard living together in a house without a chaperone. There.
Yousay it'sslly and it may be, but that’ sthe truth of it, and Angdinewould tell you the same. Sofix up a
room for Allison, and everything will befine.”

Just spiteful enough to makethingsatiny bit difficult for the unwanted guest, Fionagave Allison the
upstairs bedroom and kept the big one downgtairs for hersdlf. Allison didn’t mind, though. She liked the
house, liked the room, liked working in the warm indoor garden that Reed had built for Fionajust off the
pantry. She liked the meals Fiona cooked, liked the laughter Reed brought to the dinner table. It was, in
turn, impossible not to like Allison, and the three of them grew to be fast friends within afortnight.

Reed was gone most days, having taken ajob down at the tavern, now run by hisold friend Dirk. He
did alittle brewing, but mostly waited tables, and came back every week or so with an extraloaf of
bread or a pheasant pie that was | eft over after al the guests had been served. Elminstra often joined
them for dinner, bringing aside dish or afresh baked cake. All indl, late winter was amuch more
convivia season for Fionathan early winter had been.

She started to have more visitors during the day as well. people who had secretsto tell and dark
thoughtsto reved.

She had trained Allison to leave the house when these visitors came cdlling, to put on acloak and
walk out the front door, so guests could see she was leaving the house and would not worry that she was
listening a keyholes to words that were hard to utter. Only afew of these visitors were ableto pay in any
kind of coin, but they al brought something in exchange for the Safe-Keeper’ s services—around of
cheese, abolt of fabric, newly laid eggs. Fionaaccepted everything with equd civility.

“It must have been an awfully dreadful secret,” Allison said happily one night asthey ate very fine
beefsteaks brought by acdler. “We never had meat this good in my father’ shouse.”

Fionasmiled. “Not so bad, as dreadful secretsgo.”

Reed was grinning. He seemed to have stopped growing taller thiswinter, though at just over six feet
he was aready quitetall enough, and now he was starting to fill out. Fionahad redlized with agtart the
other day that they no longer looked dike. Shewas till very fair, with fine skin and that silky blond hair
they had both had as children, but his complexion had darkened and his hair was now alight brown. And



she was so much smaller than he was. No wonder the villagers no longer believed they were brother and
Sder.

“I bet I know who told it and what the secret was,” he said.
Fonaraised her brows. “How could you?’
“I wastold a secret myself down at the tavern the other day. | didn’t think it was so dreadful either.”

After dinner, when Allison had walked down to her grandmother’ sto share some leftover medt,
Fiona demanded, “What do you think my secret is?’

Reed was amiling again. “But if it' sasecret—"
“I can't tdl it, but you can!”

“Megan Henshaw' sfather. He s the only one with enough head of cattle to pay you off in beef. And
he' sthinking about marrying agan—adgirl asyoung as his daughter!”

Fionawas at aloss. No one had ever told her what to do if someone guessed the truth of a secret she
was holding. But she felt certain that confirming it would be the same asrepeating it, so she said, “If that's
true, then it won't be a secret much longer. Was Ric Henshaw announcing such thingsto everyonein the
bar?’

Reed shook his head. “ Just to me, just after histhird or fourth glass of de. | gather he’'snot aman
who's used to making decisons that come from the heart, and he doesn’t know how to think thisthing

through.”

“You' d beamazed,” she said dryly, “how many people that describes.”

Fionacould tell that Reed enjoyed hisjob at the tavern, because Reed liked people and he liked to
be in congtant motion, but she could aso tell that it was starting to pall within a couple of months. So she
was not at al surprised, when spring first made afew feints at greenery, to find him impatient to try
something new.

“The copper mines?’ she asked him one day when she found him restlesdy chopping more wood
than they would need for the next two months. “ The great ships at Merendon? What' s calling you now?’

Helad aside hisax and gave her arueful grin. “ There' sahorse breeder in Thrush Hollow,” he said.
“Hewas at the tavern aweek ago. Said he'd train meif | wanted to come out.”

“Did you warn him that you wouldn't stay?’
“I didtel himthat I'd liketo try avariety of jobsbefore | settle into any particular one.”
“I’ve never even seen you so much as unhitch Thomas swagon.”

“No, but, see, that’ swhy | want to learn!” he said eagerly. “I’ ve never been around horses! | might
find I like them better than anything. But | won’t know unless| go there and find out.”

“Just aslong asyou're here a Summermoon,” she said.



“Oh, I'll be back to vigt adozen times before then. You'll scarcely redize I’ m gone.”

But shedid redlizeit. His absence emptied the house, made even Allison’ s cheerfulness seem
whispery quiet. There were distractions, of course, foremost among them being spring itsdlf, with its
demands of digging and planting and watering. Fionafound Allison’ swilling energy much more useful than
she' d expected to, and the two of them dug a bigger garden than Fiona had been ableto maintainin the
past. EImingravisited every few days, exclaming with envy and offering some of her own cuttings.

“WE Il become the showplace of the southern region,” EIminstra predicted. “People will journey for a
hundred milesto buy herbs and potions from us.”

“I' might make more money from thisthan from Safe-Keeping,” Fionasaid with asmile.

“Wadll, alate freeze can ruin agarden, and adrought can burn it, so there sno real safemoney in
planting,” Elmingtrasaid. “But people will ways have secrets, no matter what the season.”

That turned out to be even truer than Fiona had expected, for she was busier during spring than she
had been dl sx months before. She thought some of it had to do with the fact that peoplein Tambleham
were beginning to trust her, to realize that she had not repeated any of the detailstold to her so far, and
they were bringing to her secrets they might have otherwise taken to a Safe-K eeper in Thrush Hollow or
Marring Gross. Or perhaps they were too busy, now that it wastime to plant crops and breed livestock
and make repairs on the barn, to travel so far just to relieve their minds of pressing burdens.

Whatever the reason, every week someone came knocking at the door, asking for alittle private time
with Fiona. Allison seemed perfectly content to continue working in the garden while Fionaserved teaiin
the kitchen. For the most part, the tales were not so shocking, though now and then Fionawas hard
pressed not to react with anger or disgust. Only once, though, was she told a secret that she did not think
she would be able to bear.

“Let’'sgo outside and sit under the kirrenberry tree,” said her vigitor, athin, tired woman named
Janice. “The day isso pretty, and | liketo listen to the Silence.”

So they brought a blanket and sat under the spreading branches and watched the limbs sway and rub
together and make absolutely no noise at al.

“My daughter is bearing my husband' s child,” Janice said with no preamble. 1 thought to cometo
you for apotion that would—that would—make the child go away, but | waited too long and it istoo big
in her belly now. And then | thought, he will not bother her so much when sheiswith child. Thisgives her
alittle bregk from him.”

Fonawas filled with such rage that it was admost more than she could do to St there and be qui€t.
She clenched her handsinto fists and listened to the silence of the kirrenberry tree. She wondered if, in
their own mute way, the very bark and branches of the tree were screaming in soundless agony.

“How old isyour daughter?’

“Going onfifteen.”

Fionathought. “Was shein school when | was? | should know her if she'sonly ayear or two
younger than | am.”



Janice shook her head. “We kept her at home. But she learned alot! She can read, because she
taught hersdlf, and she can cook and clean. Well, you' ve seen our house, there right off the road on the
south edge of town. A big place, and she can run the whole thing without my help. I’ ve been sickly,”
Janice added apologeticaly. “1 can’'t do so much. And | know that’s why my husband has turned to
Jllian. If I could have done dl my duties, he would not have—"

Again, Fionakept her handstight and her outrage stilled. “ And your own sickness?” she asked
quietly. “What isits nature? Perhgps | have some medicinesthat could help you. | have alittle skill with
heding.”

Janice shook her head and sighed. “Oh, I’ ve had potions and potions. Nothing gives me any
srength,” she said. Fionadid not haveto try too hard to guess a another story: The woman preferred the
comfort of helplessness and a make believe disease to dealing with the harsh redlities of her life. Fiona
could not keep from directing some of her silent fury at someone so weak.

“When isthe baby due?’ she asked.
“We think within the next couple of weeks.”
“And will your daughter keep it?’

Janice shook her head. “There’ sawoman in Thrush Hollow who' slost three of her own babies.
She' saready begged meto let her take my daughter’s. And Jllian ismore than willing. I’ [l send her to
Thrush Hollow to have the baby when the time comes. She' stoo young to beraising achild.”

She' stoo young for any of this, Fionathought, but did not say it. “I’ d like to meet your daughter, if |

Janicelooked darmed. “Y ouwon't tel her | told you, will you? She'sagood girl. Sheknowsit's
wrong. She doesn’'t want anyone to know.”

“I won't tell her,” Fionasaid. “I just want to see her. | might be able to give her some advice—on
how to stop unwanted babies from coming in the future. She might be glad to know such things.”

“Oh, indeed,” Janice said gratefully. “ She asked me and asked me, but of course | didn’'t know. Had
five children mysdlf, though only the two of them lived.”

“Another daughter?’ Fionaasked carefully.
“No, no. My son. He' syoung yet, but he' sagood boy.”

They talked awhilelonger, and when Janice | eft, she seemed comforted and amost light hearted, asif
she had trandferred a heavy weight into hands that were strong enough to hold it. Fiona, on the other
hand, was burning up asif with fever; she fet that her skin was so hot she could ignite kindling with her
touch. She went around back, where Allison was pulling up weeds, and drew a bucket of water from the
well. And dumped it over her head.

“Fional What—you—areyou dl right?” Allison cried, and came running over with her trowe in hand.
“Youlook so flushed! Areyou sick? Comeinand I’'ll make you some of that soothing tea.”



Fonajust shook her head. Her rage was so bright that it distorted her vision; she could not seethe
garden or Allison’sface very clearly. “1 don’t think teawill soothe me,” she said in avery polite voice.

“Wasit—did that woman tell you a secret?’ Allison asked in ahesitant voice.

For amoment, Fionawas tempted. Tempted to tell Allison, then tell Elminstra, then walk to town and
knock on Lacey’ s door, and repest the story to everyone in the seamstress' s shop. For she didn’t know
how you destroyed evil except by exposing it, and this, to her mind, was evil incarnate.

But she was a Safe-K egper. She had sat under the leaves of the kirrenberry tree and accepted a
confidence. She would betray Janice and everyone else who had trusted her if shetold this story now.

“Areyou going into town later today?’ Fionaasked instead. “Earlier, you said you thought you
might.”

Allison nodded and pushed alock of hair back from her eyes, leaving astreak of dirt across her
forehead. “We relow on flour, and there' ssomemint to sdall,” she said. “1 thought I’ d go in today or
tomorrow.”

“I’ve got to write aletter to Lowford,” Fionasaid. “Y ou can post it for me when you go.”

Chapter Twelve

Robert Bayliss, it turned out, was very happy to get Fiona sl etter, and he responded two days later.
“Indeed, yes, | know of apogtion for ayoung woman who can cook and clean, and isvery gentlewith
aninvdid besides,” hewrote. “Our own housekeeper |€eft this spring, and Victoriahastried so hard to do
the ordinary chores, but you know how fragile sheis. | had asked Angeline to be on the lookout for a
nice young woman whom | could hire. I’ m sure there must be somein Lowford, but | would be happy to
give achance to the unfortunate girl you mentioned. No doubt, asyou say, it will be good for her to put
some distance between herself and her young man. If they find they truly love each other, he will come
look for her. And if they do not, she will do much better in anew place surrounded by fresh faces. Send
her to mewhen sheiswell enough to trave.”

That very afternoon, Janice' s daughter came to the Safe-Keeper’ s cottage. She would have been as
thin as her mother if her ssomach had not been so big with the child, and her face was narrow and till.
Though she smiled when Fiona answered the door, her expresson remained watchful. Her pale brown
eyeswerefilled with an unbearable sadness.

“My mother said you wanted to see me?’ she said in apolite, hesitant voice.

“Comein, comein—my assstant has gone down the road to her grandmother’s, so you and | arethe
only ones here,” Fionasaid. “Would you like some tea? Mint—I grow it mysdlf.”

“Teawould befine, thank you, ma am.”

“Oh, no, I'mjust Fiona,” Fiona said, pouring out two cups of tea. Ma am! She was sixteen—no one
cdled her that! “ And your nameis Jllian, isthat right?’



“Jllian, yes”

Fonahanded over one cup and sat down next to Jillian at the kitchen table. “You'll think I'm very
bold,” Fionasad, “but I’ ve been wondering if | could meddlein your life alittle bit.”

Jllian Spped at her tea, and over therim of her cup, her sad eyeswereinquiring. “Ma am?What do
you mean?’

“I ran into your mother the other day, and she mentioned that you were expecting achild, and | got
the impression that—well—that you might not want to continue your relationship with the baby’ sfather,”
Fonasaid. It was as hard for her to appear artless asit wasfor her to throttle rage, but she had agreater
incentivefor thislittle act, and she rather thought she was pulling it off nicely. “And | happen to know a
very nice couplein Lowford. Robert and Victoria. Robert runs atrading business where my brother
worksfrom timeto time. Victoriais very swest, but often ailing, and she cannot do her household chores.
| had heard that they were looking for a housekeegper and someone who could also assigt Victoriawhen
she needed help bathing or dressing. And | thought—if you wanted to leave Tambleham and move
someplace dtogether new, | could arrange for you to get this job as housekeeper.”

Jillian stared at her, and for along, tense moment, Fonathought she would refuse.

“Oh, ma am,” shesaid, her voice very low, “I would likethat so much | can hardly tell you. But |
don’t know—I’m not sure—"

“It might be hard for your parentsto give you up, | know, you being so young,” Fionarattled on. “But
| thought—since you' re going to Thrush Hollow to have the baby—my brother isworking there this
summer. And he could take you up to Lowford, no trouble a al. And introduce you to Robert and

Victorig, and to my aunt Angeline aswell, who lives very close. Y our parents wouldn't have to know of it
until you were dreedy settled.”

Now some expression had cometo Jillian’ sface, hope and a corresponding deep fear, asif hope
was an emotion she could not afford to indulgein. “Oh, if | could do that—"

she breathed. “I would go anywhere. I’ d do any work.”

“Then | can write Robert and Victoria? Tell them you' ve accepted?’
“Y es, but—are you sure? My father will be very angry—"

“I think you'll be safe in Robert’ s house.”

“And how will your brother know me? And what if he does not want to take me so far? | have no
money to pay him—"

Fonawaved adismissve hand. “ Reed goesto Lowford dl thetime! Angeline feeds him and Robert
fusses over him. Hewon't expect payment.”

“And you—why would you be so kind to me?” Jillian whispered. “For | can pay you nothing either.”
Fonaleaned forward and put her hand over the girl’ s free hand, trembling whereit lay on the table.

“Because there are dl kinds of troublein the world, and most of them | can't fix, but | saw away to fix
this predicament,” she said. 1 can’t make the baby go away, and | can’t make your— make your young



man go away, but | can help you move someplace that might be alittle easier. And sometime, someday,
you may see ayoung girl who needsyour help, and you' |l find away to give her ad. That' sthe only
payment | would think to ask.”

“AndI’ll doit,” Jlliansad.

Fonasat back. “Now. We must plan what you will need to take with you. When are you going to
Thrush Hollow?’

They plotted for the next hour, discussing how many of her clothes she could bring with her without
making her parents suspicious, and what she might need to take from the house if she was never to return
toit. It was an amazing thing, Fiona thought. The girl seemed to change and brighten asthey sat there,
grow sweeter and more buoyant with every scheme that they unfolded. 1t was only when Allison came
through the front door and called out a greeting that they findly roseto their feet, satisfied with their plans.

“I' [l write Reed tonight, and my aunt Angeling,” Fionasaid. “You'll see. Everything will go without a
hitch.”

Andit did. A week later, Jllian wasin Thrush Hollow, and two days after that, was delivered of a
hedlthy, furious baby girl. Three dayslater, Reed drove her to Lowford and took her straight to the
Bayliss house. Robert wrote Fiona once she’ d been there aweek to tell her how attached Victoria had
grown to the young lady, how pleased they al were with her quiet, helpful presencein their house. Jillian
wrote dso, in aclear, paingtaking hand, aletter that said merely “thank you thank you thank you thank
you” until it filled nearly an entire sheet. At the end of it, shewrote, “I will do what you asked whenever |

Janice came back to the Safe-Keeper’ s cottage when Jillian had been gone amonth, thistime with a
trivial secret about a spasm of envy that had led her to deliberately tear afriend’ s gown. When Fiona
could contain her curiosity no longer, she asked casudly, “Y our daughter. Has she had her baby yet?”’

Janice nodded mournfully. “1 suppose so. She went off to Thrush Hollow, like | told you she would,
but she never came back. My husband went to ook for her, but she was gone and no one knew where. |
can't say I'm sorry, because | think she's probably someplace better, but | can’t imagine where she’ d get
to. She didn’t have two coinsto rub together and no friendsto help her. | just hope she'snot deadin a
ditch somewhere. | suppose my husband might be eyeing the serving girls down at the tavern now, but |
don’t mind that so much. | do miss Jllian, though.”

And Fionarealized she had been successful in her entire Strategy—she had rescued Jillian and left no
traces behind. Janice did not suspect her; no one knew the truth. She had not compromised her role as
Safe-Keeper and yet she had lived up to the higher ideals of human goodness. She was so pleased with
hersdf she smiled at Janice with agreat deal more kindness than the woman deserved.

A few weeks later, she wasto discover she had not been quite so careful as she believed. Thomas
arrived in Tambleham and stopped for afternoon tea at the cottage. Allison camein to meet him and did
not seem at al intimidated by his measuring eyes and blunt way of spesking.

“Don’t betoo niceto him,” Fionawarned her, cutting them al pieces of lemon cake. “He |l say
something hurtful the minute you relax your guard.”

Allison laughed good naturedly. “ Oh, what will hetell methat | haven't dready heard? I’ mtoo big,
I"'mtoo loud, | look like acow. If you grow up with brothers, you don’'t have too many illusions about



yoursdf.”

Thomas was watching her with aquizzica smile. “Y ou’ re chearful and kind, and no one who knows
you didikesyou,” he said. “ Y ou bring the rare gift of happiness with you everywhere you go.”

Allison nearly choked on her tea. “1 thought you said he would be mean to me!” she exclaimed to
Fiona.

Fonadtirred her own tea. “Maybe I’ m the only one he's ever mean to.”

“No, usudly I'm mean to everyone,” he said. “But | never say anything untrue.”
“Thetruth isoften unkind,” Fionasaid.

“But thetruthisred,” hesaid. “That givesit great vaue.”

Allison finished the last of her cake and stood up. “Waell, I’ m sure you two have alot to talk over,”
shesad. “I'll gowork in the garden.”

Thomas, smiling again, watched her go. “Not abad choice at dl if you' re going to have someone
foisted onyou,” he said.

Fionalaughed. “How do you know | didn’t ask for her to be my companion?’
“Elmingratold me. But shewasright, of course. Y ou can't live heredl adonewith Reed.”
“Since Reed isvery rarely here, it isnot redly aconcern.”

“But villagersloveto gossip. And you, my devious young Safe-K eeper, will haveto bevery, very
careful not to give them food for discusson.”

Fonaspped her tea. “What can you possibly mean?’

He pointed at her. “It was clever. | would not have pieced it together except for something that Reed
let dip. But you have engineered some kind of salvation misson for ayoung girl named Jllian.”

Fonagave him alimpid look. “I have no ideawhat you' re talking about.”

Thomasticked off the pointson hisfingers. “ A young girl from Tambleham ddliversachild in Thrush
Hollow. Shetakesajobin Lowford. You have arranged all this”

Fiona shrugged. “ She needed ajob. Robert needed aserving girl. | brought them together. | see
nothing mysteriousin that.”

“Itisclear sheisrunning from someone or something quite odiousin Tambleham. If | wereto guess|
would say sheis escaping the attentions of afather or abrother or an uncle. And that you were told of
these sins, and you could not bear them.”

“But you don’t know thisfor truth,” she said.

“But | don't know thisfor truth,” he repeated. “1 would not say the supposition aloud in the



marketplace—or tell her parents where she has taken refuge.”
“And no secrets have been betrayed, and | do not see what you' re making such afuss about.”

He smiled at her. It was the warm smile of ateacher who approves of avery clever sudent. “I told
you once you would never be a Safe-K eeper,” he said.

“And | told you you were wrong. | am avery good one.”

“Y our mother never would have done such athing, you know,” he said. “ Shewould have listened to
the secret, and she would have kept it. That isal a Safe-Keeper isrequired to do.”

Fiona poured more teainto her cup. “My mother could live with grief more gracefully than | can. But
some of those sorrows weighed very heavily on her. | don’t think she would disapprove of what | have
done.”

“Oh, you're graceful enough,” Thomas said. “But you' re far too passionate. Now that you have
garted, you will not be able to stop yoursalf from wanting to right grave wrongs. Y ou do not want to
keep secrets. Y ou want to enact justice.”

“I might be able to do both,” she said.

Helaughed. “What a crusader you would have been! Y ou should have been the daughter of a
Truth-Téeller, not a Safe-Keeper.” Hetook adrink of tea. “ Then again,” he added,” perhapsyou are.”

“Perhaps| am,” she said, “but not yours.”

Hetilted his head to one side. “ So you know that secret, do you?’
She nodded. “My mother told me before she died.”

“And have you told your father?’

“Not yet. | don’t know that | ever will.”

“Did your mother forbid you to repeat it?’

“No, but she said | would want to hold this knowledge for awhile yet. And having thought about it a
longtime, Iredize sheisright.”

“Do you know the name of Reed’ sfather aswell?’
She shook her heed. “That shedidn’t tell me.”

“I wonder if Angeline knows. She wasthere that night, after al, and shetook him from the traveler's
ams”

Fionalaughed. “If | had to guess, | would say thatAngeline knowswho my father is, but does not
know Reed’ sfor certain.”

Thomas smiled. “Wdll, your father may indeed be the greater mystery, but | would agree that



Angeline can solveit. She and your mother were very close”
“And they shared many secrets,” Fionaagreed. “ Asyou and Reed share all secrets.”
“Except thisone,” shereplied.

Flonawas surprised at how much she enjoyed Thomas svisit; he had always annoyed her before.
But now it waslike having a piece of her old life back, amemory of her mother. He reminded her of a
prickly old uncle who could, when he chose, be extraordinarily benevolent. She could tell that he was
pleased with her handling of Jillian’ s Stuation, and this gave her acertain measure of pride. The only other
person with whom she would be able to share dll the detail s of the case would be Angdline who, like
Thomeas, had probably aready guessed. Angeline might not approve, but it was good to know that
Thomasdid.

Summermoon came, and Reed with it. Fionaand Reed and Allison walked down to the village for the
fair, and Reed got free lemonade for them from Dirk’ stavern. There were jugglers and pipers and
children running wildly through the streets, garlanded with flowers, and the whole festival was very merry.
But Fiona preferred the dark, till, thoughtful time of Wintermoon, with its stark contrasts of frost and fire.

“I’m going to Lowford in afew weeks,” Reed told her as he packed up to return to Thrush Hollow.
“Robert needs me.”

“What about the horses?’

Heralled hiseyes. “Big and dumb and more willful than you,” he said. “| was never as patient as|
needed to be. The breeder told me | needed to learn to love them, but |—well, | never did. At least |
understand Robert’ s charts and boxes.”

“And you're bored.”

Hegrinned. “And I’'m bored. Timefor achange.”

“How long in Lowford thistime?’

“I don’'t know. A few months. Robert won't expect me any longer than that.”

She stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the cheek. “1 don’t care where you go or what you do,” she said,
“aslong asyou' re back by Wintermoon.”

Hereturned thekissin kind. “Always,” he said. And he was gone.

Chapter Thirteen

The next few monthsfollowed avery asmilar pattern, except that Allison began courting. So
sometimes she would bring company homefor dinner, and sometimes she would be out |ate at night, but
she was dways back in the house, alone, by midnight. Ed was ashy and not very articulate young farmer
who seemed to think Safe-K eepers were as wondrous as princesses, but Fiona thought he was avery
good choicefor Allison. He adored her, for one thing; he could not keep his eyesfrom following her



when she walked or gestured. He wastall, for another, and big boned, and she looked just theright size
when she was standing beside him. And he seemed as gentle hearted as she was, which would be the one
thing Fionawould wish for her. So she made him welcome when he came to the house, and hoped that
truelove would triumph.

Other than that, very little changed. People cameto her door to confide secrets that were shameful or
ridiculous or surprising, but none of them moved Fionathe way Jillian’ s story had, and so she made no
attempts at intervention.

Summer dipped away and the autumn harvests kept Fionaand Allison busy, drying herbs and
canning vegetables. Reed and Angeline came to town for afew daysto celebrate Fionaand Reed's
birthday, and then reappeared at Wintermoon, Isadora and Thomas right behind them. It was the second
Wintermoon they had cel ebrated without Damiana, and though they talked of her frequently and with
great affection, thelosswas not so severe thistime; the memorieswere good.

Reed had news. He had decided to take ajob up north, with amerchant trader whom Robert knew.
“I might be gone two months or more,” he warned Fiona, “if | actualy go out on one of the ships.”

“Then let me know if you leave and when you' re back,” she said.
“It' sadifficult life,” Thomas commented. “Y ouwon't likeit.”
Reed shrugged. “I don’t mind hard work.”

“No, but youwon't likethis.”

“If you go someplace exatic, bring us all back jewels,” Isadorasaid. “Opas or black pearlsor
emerdds”

“I hate to think of you aboard aship,” Angeline said. “ So far away in the middle of so much
water—how can | ever think you' re safe?’

Reed laughed. “I’ll befine, | promiseyou.”
“He' Il come back home,” Fionasaid. “He adways does.”

Nonetheless, she was sad when he left, and, like Angeline, worried about him being on an oceangoing
vessd; there seemed to be no margin of safety at al in such aventure. But she worked in her indoor
garden, and made dinner for Allison and Ed, and gravely heard out secrets, and watched the white winter
monthstiptoe past. And then it was spring again, and al the flowers were blooming, and she got aletter
from Reed saying he would be home within the week. He had hated being on board ship, he had been
frequently sick and dreadfully lonely, and even the chance to see foreign shores did not erase hismisery.
“Though | have seen some beautiful places and have so many little trinketsfor al of you that | think even
Isadorawill approve,” hewrote.

Indeed, when he showed up six days later, he was|oaded down with treasures—jade carvings, ivory
horns, mother-of-pearl hair pins, onyx beads. Allison loved them al, so Fionalet her choose first from the
cache, and then saved the rest for the next time the others would vigit.

“Where now?’ she asked Reed one afternoon as they walked down to the streambed. It was hot for
gpring and they had decided, with aminimum of discussion, to cut short their chores for the day and head



out to familiar haunts. “Merendon? Wodenderry? Lowford again?’

“Here, | think, for awhile at least,” he said, dipping off his shoes and stepping into the water. “ Ow!
That'scold! You don’'t want to get in.”

“I do,” shesaid, and splashed in beside him. Her feet were instantly numb with the shock. “But not
for very long.”

He was obvioudy determined to stand it as long as she could, so he bent over and plunged his hand
wrist deep in the water, and emerged with arock between hisfingers. “I’ll work at the tavern for amonth
or two while | decidewhat | want to do next.”

She amiled. “If you ever do decide.”

He sent the stone skipping down the undulating surface of the water. “1’m not like you. | wasn't born
knowing. | haveto keep trying new thingstill | find the onethét fits.”

“Don’'t you have any—any red dreams?’ she asked. “ Something you think about dl thetime,
something you' d do if you could only figure out how?’

He shook his head and dug for another stone. “Nothing. It al looksinteresting to me, at least for a
while. And ther€ snothing I’m missing, nothing | redlly want.” He was quiet for amoment, sanding very
gtill with the stone caught in his curled hand. “Well, two things I’d wish for, but | can’t do anything about
them.”

“What two things?’ she asked. Her feet were so cold her whole body was starting to shiver, but she
was not about to climb out of the stream now.

He tossed the rock and it made a series of graceful landings aong the top of the water before sinking
out of sght. “I wish | knew who my father was, for one.”

“I"dtdl you, if | knew,” shesaid. “But | don't. What' s the second thing?’
He smiled and shook his head. “ Some other time.”

She waited, but he only teased out more rocks and bounced them down the water. “I’m freezing,”
she exclaimed, and clambered out onto the bank. She had to Sit with her legs crossed and her icy toes
tucked into the backs of her knees until her feet warmed up enough that she could fedl to put her shoes
back on. Reed stayed in the water afew minutes longer, just so it was clear who was not afraid of the
cold, then climbed out beside her. Barefoot, he stretched out on the bank and looked up at the cloudless
sky, addicate blue that looked ready to fade at thefirst sign of sunset. “At any rate,” shesaid, “I’'m glad
you're home. For now.”

| sadora came by afew weeks later and happily picked through Reed’ s store of treasures. “Ah, if no
one dsewantsthislittle jade pendant, that' swhat I'll have,” she said. “Look at that. Did you ever see
such acolor? It looks like the water in the pond by my mother’ s house just under the shade of theelm
tree. Mysterious and full of things. Reed, you can buy giftsfor me any time.”

She stayed aweek and seemed very tired, so Fionamade her sit in the garden and do nothing but
watch the flowers stretch their petals to the sun. When her own chores were done and Allison was of f
with her young man, Fiona sat beside the Dream-Maker and listened to the tales of her travels.



“Where are you going when you leave Tambleham?’ Fionaasked.

“Wodenderry. Which reminds me, didn’t you have some young girl here you wanted meto take an
interet in?’

Fionahad dmost forgotten. “Megan! Y es. Why, have you found someone who wants a companion?’

“Wadll, if nothing dse, | thought | might like someoneto travel with me. She could stay with me aslong
assheliked, and if shefound a position with someone esein the city, al wel and good. And if not, I'd
either buy her apassage back home or let her travel onwith me. If | liked her,” Isadoraadded. “If she's
whiny or putson airs, | won't be able to abide her very long.”

Fionagrinned. “1 haven't seen Megan in afew months. She comes by now and then for the herbsl
can sdl her, and she hasn't seemed so determined to get away. In fact, | think they’ re planning their
wedding for next spring, so she might not be sowilling to go. But I'll ask her.”

Megan, when she arrived at the Safe-K eegper’ s cottage the next day, was in transports at the idea of
traveling anywhere in Isadora s company, particularly to theroyd city. “To Wodenderry with the
Dream-Maker!” she exclaimed. “Yesl Oh, yest When do we leave? Do | have timeto go home and

pack?’

Isadorawas laughing. “ Two days from now waswhat | planned. That should give you ampletime, |
think.”

“How early in the morning will weleave? Should | deep here the night before?’
“Goodness, no. I’'m an old woman. | don’'t believe in hauling my bones out of bed before dawn.”

“Megan, what will you say to your father?” Fionaasked practicaly. “And to Ca? Or do you not plan
totdl them?’

Shetossed her pretty dark hair. “I’ll tell them. But once they know I’ m in company with Isadora,
they’ Il be very happy to have me go. They both have plans and schemesthat they’ d like to see cometrue.
They’ll think I'll have achanceto put in agood word for them.”

Isadoralooked faintly alarmed. “ It doesn’t work that way, you know—I wish it did, sometimes.”
Megan laughed. She sounded more girlish than she ever had during any of the other times she’d cometo
Fiona s cottage. “I know that,” she said. “But | won't tdll them.”

Isadora left with Megan; Reed stayed behind. Once again, he took up hisold job at the tavern, and
once again, Fionathought how his presence brought warmth and joy to thelittle cottage. Allison’syoung
man was not so shy when Reed was around, so the four of them enjoyed several convivid evenings,
playing games, telling stories, and laughing till their ribs protested. Now and then Elmingtral s grandson
Greg—Allison’s cous n—would join them, bringing the young lady he was courting. The six of them had
their own private Summermoon festiva and stayed up al night talking, just asif it had been the winter
holiday. None of them got any rea work done the next day, though Fionaand Allison had aday’ sworth
of planting ahead of them, and Greg and Reed had real jobsto go to. Greg'syoung lady lay on the sofa
al day, complaining of aheadache, but she revived by dinnertime when Greg came back to fetch her. In
fact, they dl found themsalvesin asocia mood by then, so they made amed out of |eftoversand
celebrated the first day of midsummer.



“Thiswasthe best Summermoon ever,” Reed said that night as they stood at the gate and waved
goodbye to the departing couple.

“Thisiswhat | love about living in the village,” Fionareplied.

“Oh, and you haveto love the village gossip aswell,” he said as they turned back to the house. “Did
you hear aboutNed' s daughter? The one who married Josh’ s grandson?’

Stepping up on the porch while he stayed on the walkway, Fionaturned to frown at him. “Did | hear
what, exactly?’ shesaid.

“The child shejust bore. Not her husband’ s after dl.” Thiswas a secret Fiona had heard from the
errant wife hersalf, who had sobbed out the story one afternoon in Fiona s kitchen. “Who told you this
tale?’ she asked quietly. Reed s eyebrowsrose. “Am | not supposed to know? | didn’t tell anyoneelse. |
never do repest the things anyone tells me—except to you, of course. | tell you everything. Y ou dready
know everything.”

“But who told you this?” sheinssted. “She did. A few days ago. She’ d cometo the tavern to buy her
family’ sdinner for the evening because she said she didn’t have the energy to make amed. | thought,
well, you have enough energy to walk to town, but | think she meant she can’t bring hersdlf to pretend to
care for someone she hates, and making his dinner means she caresfor him. Y ou know?’

“Yes, | understand,” Fionasaid softly. “1 just—I wonder—"

He shrugged. “ Sometimes peopletdl methings. | think it’ s because of our mother. They think |
understand how to keep silent—and | do. But sometimes| wish they didn’t choose meto talk to.”

She smiled and went in. Allison and her beau had gone down to Elmingtra’ sfor the evening, so it was
just thetwo of them for achange. “ Sit down while| get dinner,” she said. “Tell me what other secretsyou
know.”

The report took some time, and some of the revelations surprised her; they were such emotional
stories that she had not thought the tellers would be able to recite them more than once. One or two were
storiesthat she did not already know, but she did not tell Reed that. She didn’t want him to think he was
betraying a confidence.

“Dirk says people who have been drinking often choose to pour their woes into the barkeeper’ s ear,
and he sayshe' sglad I’ m the one who hears them these days,” Reed finished up. “But sometimes | think
he never heard any storieslikethe ones|’ve beentold.”

“I wouldn't be surprised if you'reright,” Fionasaid. “But you have to honor the secrets. Y ou haveto
be as slent asakirrenberry tree”

Hesgmiled at her. “Asslent asyou.”

It wasn't till after they’ d celebrated their birthday that Reed grew fidgety again. Fionawas on the
watch for the sgns, for she knew he could never stay in one place long, and she was braced for the
announcement when it came. But she found she was, after dl, not nearly aswell prepared for it asshe'd

thought.



He said nothing till they were done one night, Allison and Ed having walked down to EImingtra sfor
the evening. She was putting away the clean dishes, and he was stacking more firewood beside the stove.
Then he turned to her and said, in atone of great resolution, “Fiona.”

Shedidn’t even bother to turn from the cabinet. “Whereto thistime?’ she said.

There was amoment’ s silence, and then he laughed. “How do you aways know?’

“I can read you the way | read the shape of my own name on a piece of paper,” she said quietly.
“There s somewhere e se you want to be.”

“No, not exactly—I want to be here, but | think—I have—there are so many other things | need to
dofirs,” hesad.

She kept her back to him. “What things?” she said. “ Shovel horse manure? Get sick on amerchant
ship?’

He gave asoft laugh. “It’ strue, neither of those turned out exactly as|’d hoped—"

“And where are you off to now? To bury yoursdf in a copper mine and find you don’t like the dark?
Towork inamill to discover you don't like breathing in flour dust the whole day long?’

“| want to go to theroyd city,” he said quietly.
Now sheturned to look at him, astonishment on her face. “ And why?’

He looked defensve but determined, a big, fair-haired, sweet natured, restless young man whom no
one had ever been able to deter or direct. “I want to see my father.”

“Y ou don’'t even know if heisyour father!”
“Everyone says heis—everyone believesit.”

“And you will do—what? Wak up to him? Introduce yourself? Say, ‘I’ m your bastard son, will you
alow meto cometo court?”

“No—I don't think so—I don’t know! It'sjust that—my whole life—everyone has always thought,
everyone has aways |looked at melike | wasaroya bastard. Perhaps | am. Perhaps |’ m not! But maybe
if I know, onceandfor al, if | ssehimand | can tell—"

“Thenwhat?’ she demanded. She was blazingly furious and did not even know why. “Hewill invite
you to court? He will name you hisheir? Isthat what you redly expect? Isthat why you can't settle down
in Tambleham or Lowford?’

“No, of course not. Fiona, | want to know, can’t you understand that?” He flung his hands out and
took afew paces around the kitchen, so big and so agitated he seemed to fill the whole room. “I don't
have any ideawho | am! Who was my mother? Who was my father? Who am | supposed to be?’

“I never knew who my father was, either, but | never questioned who | was supposed to be,” she
answered. “It’snot like we were missing out on any love. You and | were raised by the same woman.
The same friends and family cared for us.”



“Y es, but they were your family—they were related to you by blood,” he pointed out. “1 showed up
inthe middle of the night, dressed in silence and secrets, and everything that | have become | have had to
fashion for mysdf. | want to know what life | was supposed to lead, what | was born for. It might not be
alifel would choose, but shouldn’t I know where | was destined to belong?’

Now she was even more angry. “ There comes apoint in every man’slife where it does not matter
who his parents were—yes, and in every woman'slife, too! Y ou are a strong man or awesk one
because of your own experiences and your own heart, not because someone else' s blood runsin your
veins. You arekind or crud for the same reasons. Y ou might be the king' s legitimate son and beaman |
would not care to know, or the child of a peasant laborer and be the most beloved man in five kingdoms.
Y our father’ srank might determine some privileges, but it isyour own soul that determineswho you are.”

He was shaking his head, adamant and unyielding. “Y ou don't understand. It is different for you.”

“| do undergtand, and it isno different,” she snapped. “But nothing | say will stop you. Go to
Wodenderry! Meet theking! Then come back and tell me what you' ve learned.”

He looked at her, his eyes narrowed. “Why are you so angry? What isit you think I’ m going to find?”

Sheturned away, suddenly weary. “1 am angry if you vaue yoursdlf only at your birthright, and | think
you'll find—I think you' Il find more questions than answers.”

“Then I’ll come back here, as| dwaysdo,” he said softly, “and seeiif the answersarein
Tambleham.”

Shedidn'tlook at him. “And if the answers arein Wodenderry?’
“I'll come back here anyway. Always. Or wherever itisyou are.”

Hel€eft two days later. Fionafdt the loss of his presence even more deeply thistime; for thefirst few
days, the house was dmost unlivable. When Allison and Ed were not around, the Slence was too severe
for her to endure, so she would go down to Elminstra’ s or al the way to town just to have company. One
day, she and EIminstra made alittle excursion of thetrip, going to Lacey’ s shop to order new bolts of
fabric, then having anoon med at Dirk’ stavern.

“I don’t know if she'shad achancetotell you yet,” EIminstrasaid, asthey ate their bread and cheese
and drank glasses of pressed applejuice. “But Allison and Ed have decided to marry in the spring.”

Fonafdt hersdf come dive with thefirst red smile she' d managed since Reed left for Wodenderry.
“But that’ swonderful news!” sheexclamed. “I like him so much.”

“WEe ve been trying to decide where they should live,” EIminstrawent on. “ She has become so
attached to you and your garden that she does not want to move far from you. Ed’ sfather had wanted
him to take over hisland, but Ed’ s no farmer. He' s been working for Ned in town doing black smithing,
and he likesthat much better. So if they lived on my property, or somewhere near it, she could be close
to you and he could get easily to town.”

Fonalaughed alittle ruefully. “ Y es, of course, oncethey’ re married Allison won't beliving with me
any longer. | wastoo happy for her too soon! Now | don’t want her to marry after al.”



Elmingralaughed too. “Well, | have plenty of grandchildren | can summon to come be your
companions,” shesaid. “Y ou need never be londy aslong as my daughters keep producing daughters of
their own.”

Fonashrugged. “1 am eighteen now, and | don't think | need someone to guard me from solitude any
longer,” shesaid.

“| disagree! Eighteen and asmall blond dip of athing!Who entertains desperate characters every
day! Thereisno chancel would alow youto livein that house done.”

Fonawaved ahand. “But we were talking about Allison and Ed! Do you actualy have room on your
property to build them a cottage?’

“No, but my house is much larger than yours, and I’ m getting old enough to fed it. I’ ve been thinking
about having one of my grandchildren move in with me to take over some of the care of the house and
land. Allison and Ed could live with me, and then have the house after I'm gone.”

“Youwon't be gonefor years and years and years, so don't talk that way,” Fionasaid, alittle
adamed. “I have abetter plan, | think. Theland across the road from me belongsto Angdline—did you
know that?’

Elmingtrasquinted. “ Now that you mention it, | do remember Damiana saying that once or twice.”

“Their mother owned dl the property, long before the road came through. My mother kept the house
when my aunt moved to Lowford, but the rest of the land belongsto Angeline. She might be willing to sl
it to Allison and Ed— or, if not, rent it to them and let them build on the property. It will do her no harm
to havealittleincome.”

“I must say, | likethisideavery much,” Elmingtrasaid. “And for you to have Allison and Ed live s0
closeto you—I like that even better.”

“So close | will not need acompanion in the housewith me,” Fionasaid with asmile.

“Ah, now that | did not agreeto!” the old witch said, and they both laughed, and toasted each other
withjuice.

That afternoon, Fiona made awhite cake with white frosting and had it waiting when Allison came
home from an outing with her betrothed.

“Y ou know! My grandmother told you!” Allison cried, and Fionalaughed and hugged her. “Oh, I’ ve
been so afraid to tell you, for | fed like I’ m abandoning you and | would never do that—"

“Allison, you are not abandoning me! Even if you and Ed packed up and moved to the other side of
the country, | would not fed that way. Y ou have been such agood friend to me for so long. | would not
begrudge you the tiniest moment of happiness. How could you think that—"

Allison sniffled. “But you'redl doneand | have so much.”

Fonasamiled. “I have agreat deadl aswell. Never think that | do not fedl surrounded by love.”

So they ate the white cake and talked about weddings and decided that between the two of them,



they could make Allison’ s dress. Though they might get Lacey’ s help with any fancy trim. Fiona
mentioned her scheme about renting them the land directly across from the cottage, and Allison nearly
jumped out of her chair with delight.

“And I’ ll put in my own garden, and between uswe' || have every herb or healing plant in the whole
kingdom, and people will travel from every city to buy fromus” Allison said.

“Wewill befamousfarther afield than thiskingdom,” Fionasaid loftily. “Next time Reed Sgnsup to
beasailor, we'll make him bring back marvel ous cuttings from foreign lands. No one in three kingdoms
will have gardens asfineasours.”

“Have you heard from Reed?’” Allison asked.

“Oh, hewrites every few days.”

Therewas apause. “And has he met King Marcus?” Allison asked next.

Fonalaughed. “Not yet. But knowing Reed, he might actudly find away.”

“And what will happen then, do you think?’

Fonashook her head. “I cannot even guess.”

Chapter Fourteen

Right before the westher turned cold, Angdline traveled to town. She quickly agreed to lease her land
to Allison and Ed, and she warmly wished them well, but she had more serious matters on her mind.

“VictoriaBaylissisvery ill,” shesaid gravely. “Kate has been there every day with some new potion,
but nothing she tries has had any effect. | know that you have some cuttings that come from no other
garden, and | wondered if you might have something we could try. Robert is so sad. He Sitsby her
bedside night and day.”

“Most of what | have you canfind in Kate' s gardens aswell, but | have one or two herbs that might
be unfamiliar to her,” Fionasaid. “Isit lung trouble? Stomach disease? Isthere any pain?If nothing elsg, |
probably have atonic or two that will let her rest in comfort.”

“Itislung trouble, somach trouble, pain—it iseverything,” Angeline said. “1 am very afraid shewill
die”

“Wél, I’'m sorry for it,” Fionasaid, though she was not redlly sorry. She had never been ableto bring
hersdlf to care too much for the helpless, clinging Victoria. “I1s Jllian ill keeping their house?”

Angeline nodded, smiling alittle. “ Such aquiet and generous girl. Victoriahastreated her likea
daughter, and everyone who meets her smply loves her. | don't know—"

Angdline shook her head. “If Victoriadies, Jllian cannot continue living in Robert’ s house, of course.
But there are many places she could go in Lowford. Kate would take her in, aswould I, and there are



friends of Robert’ swho could use agood worker.”
“She mustn’'t come back here,” Fionasaid.
Angdline shook her head. “No, | don’t think she ever will.”

Winter crept in one night and laid its pale hand over the world while they were deeping. They woke
to aglittering scene of frost and thoughts of Wintermoon.

Lettersfrom Isadora, Reed, and Thomas promised that they would arrive in time for the holiday.
“Ligentothis” Fionasaid to Allison, amused, as she skimmed through amissive from the Dream-Maker.
“Megan hasfound apatron! A rich older woman who needs a companion to accompany her to court!
| sadora says the older woman is vain and pompous but somehow related to the king—a cousin,
perhaps?—and that Megan is beside hersalf with rapture.” Fionalooked up, smiling. “ So Isadorahas
made Megan' s dream cometrue, it seems.”

“Do you think she'll ever be back to marry Cal Seston?” Allison asked.

Fonalaughed. “The minute sheleft thistown for Wodenderry wasthe last time Cal was ever going to
seethat girl.”

“I can't help but be pleased by that,” Allison said. “ Cal was dways anasty boy.”

“And | think shewas only going to marry him because their fathers wanted to join theland,” Fiona
sad.

“But didn't her father just marry that girl? The one practicaly Megan' s age?’

Fonanodded. “ And wouldn't you think she’ d be producing children of her own soon enough? She'll
probably bejust asglad if thewedding’ s called off.”

Allison laughed and spread her hands. * See’? Everything always works out for the best.”

The wesather grew bitterly cold and the first snowfall came weeks before Wintermoon. While the
weather was so0 bad, construction halted on the cottage being built across the road. Nonetheless, Fiona
and Allison went over every day to take alook, strolling through the exposed bones of the house, theribs
of theinterna rooms, the templed fingers of the beamed ceiling. Thiswould be the main room, thisthe
kitchen, this abedroom. Out back, where alayer of snow now covered the wild weeds and knotted
undergrowth, would be the garden, haf vegetables and haf herbs. If there was time for roses, they would
be planted at the gate.

“And I'll giveyou sometruelove,” Fionasad, “so you'll have everything you want.”

Fionahad most everything she wanted when, two days after the snow sifted down, Reed arrived. He
jumped from the back of astranger’s cart, flipped the man acoin and called a out aword of thanks, and
rushed up thewalk to where Fiona stood waiting.

“I wasn't expecting you for another week!” she exclaimed, hugging as much of hisbig frameasshe
was able. “How are you? Where' s Isadora? Why did you come back early?’

“Homesick,” hesaid. “I wanted to be with you.”



“Comein. You must befreezing. I’ [l make you sometea.”
Hefollowed her into the house. “Where s Allison?’

“Down a Elmingtra s. Did you see the house when you pulled up? It s going to be charming. We'll
walk over and ingpect it once you' ve warmed up.”

“It'll be strange having neighbors so close,” he remarked, sprawling in one of the kitchen chairs.

“But neighbors 1’1l be happy to have,” she said.

She served hot teaand leftover tarts, and he ate as enthusiagtically asif he hadn’t stopped for lunch
on the road, which he' d dready admitted he had. She watched him covertly, to seeif there were signs of
srain or exhaustion on hisface, but he seemed, as always, happy and at ease.

“Sol Tell me about theroyd city,” she said. “How was |sadoradoing? Did you meet the king?’

“|sadora—oh, there’ sastory there—Isadora sjust fine. No, | never met the king, but | saw him
more than once.”

“How did you manage that?”’

“Oh, well, every time heleft the palace he would ride out in an entourage. The streetswould be lined
with people, common folk just waiting for aglimpse of royaty. There would be the king, guardsin aring
al around him, riding his black horse and gtting as straight as you please, gazing directly before him.”

“And what did you think of him?’

Reed consdered. “Well, of course, it’shard to tell much just from watching aman ride by on
horseback. But | thought he seemed very stern. He never smiled. Sometimes he would wave, or tossa

few coins, particularly to the children. But he did not look like awarm man. He did not look like someone
who had experienced much affection.”

“He sdark, people say.”

Reed nodded. “ Oh yes, the blackest of hair, though it’ s starting to go gray now. He keepsit cropped
farly short and hewearsasmal slver crown when he goes out. Very eegant. But he—"

Reed shrugged.

Fonadtirred her tea. “Did you think he looked like you?’

“No!” heburst out. “That’ swhat | was going to say! He doesn't look at dl like me! Not just the
color of hishair, but the shape of his mouth and the dope of hisnose—all of it waswrong. None of it was
familiar. Fiona, | don’t think heismy father after all.”

Shelifted her cup and sipped the hot liquid. “ And what do you think of that?’ she said neutraly.

He spread his hands upon the table. “I don’'t know what to think! My whole life people have
said—but | don't think it’strue! So then, well, it’s even more confusing. My father could have been



anyone. Anyone! It makes mefed very strange. Untethered, dmost.” He shook his head. “But | wasn't
redly disgppointed. | mean, | didn’t look at him and think, ‘Oh, | wish | belonged to that man.” | wasjust
asglad | didn't. | just wished—well, it would be good to know whom | did belong to.”

“You bdongtome” shesad, “and Angdine and Thomas and ElIminstraand dl of us. Asyou dways
have. Nothing has changed.”

“Yes” hesad. “Though it ssemsto have changed alittle bit. | can't exactly explain.”
Fonatook another swallow. “So! Did you see Princess Lirabel? What was she like?’

Reed sat forward, excited enough to forget his own mysteries. “I dmost met the princess,” he said.
“It wasthe mogt amazing thing.”

“No! What happened?’

“I had goneto vist Isadora—she rented allittle suite very closeto the palace, and it was much nicer
than mine, so | would go by every few daysto have teawith her. And she would tell me stories of this
rich lady and that great lord who would come by her roomsin stealth and open their heartsto her. *Can
you believe that people as grand as these have such dreams? she said to me once.”

“Wdl, and what sort of dreams?’

“Oh, there were the ones you might expect—the woman who would beg to bear ason for her
husband, the man who would ask for wealth. But sometimes—well, Isadoratold me that one woman said
al shewanted wasto go live in the country, asfar from the palace as possible. Another one st there and
cried, wishing her mother would love her. | mean, it might have been anybody from Tambleham or Thrush
Hollow gitting there. The things they wanted so badly were sometimes the most smplethings.”

“And how did you mest the princess?’

“I was there having teawith Isadora, and we heard this commotion on the steps. And Isadorasaid,
‘Oh my goodness, that’ s someone come here to ramble on about a dream. Would you mind hiding in the
other room? This shouldn’t take long.” So | stepped into her bedroom, but | kept the door open atiny bit
because |—wdll, | wanted to see some of these grand folks for mysdlf.”

Fonagrinned. “I’d have done the same thing.”

“ And who came through the door but three guardsin palace livery, and this young woman dressed in
so much velvet and gold that | thought she could not be redl. The guards said nothing, but the woman
minced over to Isadoraand said in thisvery haughty voice, My lady iswishful of afew moments of your
time, if you could see her now.” And | didn’t know who ‘my lady’ was, but Isadoradid, for | could see
her hands trembling alittle. “Yes, yes, | will seethe princessany time shelikes,’ Isadorasaid. And |
thought, ‘ The princess” And the next moment Lirabel came through the door.”

“What did shelook like?”

“Wadll, her face was very heavily velled at first. * Go, al of you,” she said, and her lady-in-waiting
protested, but eventually the lot of them cleared out and closed the door behind them. Isadora seemed a
little nervous, but not as nervous asl would have been, and she offered the princess some teaand asked if
shewanted to sit down, and pretty soon they were both sitting at |sadora slittle table. And the princess



pulled her veil back to drink but | didn’t get avery good look at her face. | didn’t think she looked that
much like the king—her mouth was the same, and her coloring, but her face was rounder. And swester, if
you know what | mean. Her eyes seemed very serious, like she spent dl her time thinking.”

“And why had she come to see Isadora? | suppose she had a dream to ask about. How strange, that
aprincess could not just command everything her heart might desire.”

“Which isexactly what | thought! Until she began talking, thet is. At first she didn’t say anything, just
sat there drinking her teaand looking grave. And then she looked up at Isadoraand said, *All | want is
for my father to accept meashisherr. All | want isfor my father to look at meand redlize | am his
daughter, the legitimate child of hisbody, the one who will rule after him. Why am | not good enough for
him?1sit because | am awoman or because | an me? Long ago | stopped wanting him to love me. Now
| just want him to publicly acknowledge that | will inherit histhrone. Can you make this happen?”

“Oh, poor Isadora,” Fionamurmured.

“I know! Because what happensif you don’t grant the wishes of royalty? Do they have your head cut
off?’

“What did |sadora say?’

“Shewas very good. Shewas very cam. She said, * Princess, the magic that isin me chooses what it
will perform. Sometimesit grants the wishes of beggarsin the street; sometimesit involvesitsdf with the
dreams of the gentry. | cannot predict it and | cannot control it. | would grant thiswish for you if | could.
But | can guarantee nothing.”* And the princess pulled her veil back on and stood up. ‘ Then no one can
help me,’ she said. She was out the door amost before |sadora had had time to scramble to her feet. |
saw her lady-in-waiting come over and take her hand, and then the door shut, and | heard their footsteps
onthedairs”

“Did you come out and have more teawith |sadora?’

“Teal Shehad collapsed in her chair and we both fdlt faint. | poured us each aglass of brandy. It was
the middle of the day, mind you, but wedidn’t care. ‘1 think it’ stime for me to be leaving Wodenderry
soon,” Isadorafindly said. ‘I don't think | can endure too many more interviews like that one.””

Fonarested her chin on her fist. “I do fed sorry for the princess, though,” she said. “Can you
imagine? To have lived the way she hasfor—how old is she now, twenty eight? To have lived al that time
waiting for your fate to be decided. Will | be queen someday? Or will my father keep trying to sire sons
who will inherit in my place? And you know al that uncertainty must have affected how everyone at the
palace has treated her dl these years. Some people would have cultivated her, hoping that she would be
named heir and that she would then remember their attentions. Others would have shunned her, not
wanting the king to think they showed her any favor. Think how bitter and cadculating she must be by

Reed was saring at her. “Why, Fiona. | didn’t know you had such interest in court politics.”
She smiled and shook her head. “None, redly. | jus—I am intrigued by the fate of this one woman. |
wonder what it would have been like to be her. | wonder what it would be like to know her. She cannot

have very many friends.”

Helaughed. “ Then perhapsit istime for you to travel to Wodenderry and see if she needs her own



Safe-Keeper! She must have many secrets she would like to share with someone she can trust.”

She toasted him with her teacup. “Ah, now thereisagood thought,” shejoked. “1 am surethe
princess and | would have much in common.”

They talked for the next hour or so about the other sghts Reed had seenin theroyal city. He had
taken ajob with one of Robert’s merchant friends and rented aroom over abookstore in aquiet part of
town. In hislittle free time, he had explored many of the city’ s Streets and dleys. Fionalistened with
interest to his descriptions of paupers and lords, shopkeepers and traders, houses and mansions, and
taverns and cathedrals.

“You'll haveto go someday,” hefinished up. “It is so much more exhilarating than you can possibly
imagine”

“Someday,” she said, with such uncertainty that neither of them believed it. “For now, | am happy
here”

Isadoraarrived aweek later, signaling, in Fiona' s mind, the true sart of the Wintermoon holiday.
Timefor Allison to move down to her grandmother’s, timefor the other bedsto be aired out, timeto
replenish the stores of flour and eggs and butter so that al the traditional baking could begin.

But Fionaput only part of her attention to these tasks; with therest of her energy, she wasfretting
about Isadora. “Y ou look so thin!” she exclaimed when shefirgt shepherded the Dream-Maker into the
kitchen to warm up with apot of tea. “Haven’t you been eating?’

“Oh, | eat, but nothing tastes very good to me,” Isadora said with alittle shrug. “1'll grow fat again on
your fine cooking, don’t you worry.”

“Areyou degping?| can give you aserum that will stop you from waking up in the middle of the
night.”

“Now, that I’ d be happy to take because—well—sometimes there is so much on my mind that |
cannot fall adeep, to be honest,” Isadorasaid. “1 find—I wish—well, now. I'man old lady.”

Fiona set apiece of cakein front of her and sat next to her. “Y ou wish what? We are dlone. Y ou can
tell me any secrets.” And she smiled, for she did not expect | sadorato comply.

But the Dream-Maker looked around the room, asif checking for eavesdroppersin the shadows,
and she lowered her voice. “My dear, | an sotired of it,” shesaid a last. “1 do not wish to carry this
burden anymore. It istimeto hand it off to someone younger and stronger.”

Fonawas dlent amoment. “ And isthere away you can do that, away you can let go?’

| sadora shook her head. “1 don’t know. And I’ m—I’ m afraid to. What if the power passesto my
daughter, who has had so much misery in her life dready? How could | do such athing to her? Even now
sheis expecting another child— and you know that they have al been dtillbirths, every one. | should be at
her side, but she does not want me there—I drag woein my wake, she says. How can | say, ‘ Takethis
power from me,” and foist it on her instead? Does't she deserve somejoy in her life?’

Fionaput her hand over Isadord scurled fist. “Let it go,” shesaidinaquiet voice. “Releaseit. Itis
somebody else' stime.”



“I would, I would. Even knowing what might befall my daughter, | would,” I1sadorasaid, her fingers
turning to entwine with Fiona's. “ But there is so much left undone. So many dreams|eft unfulfilled. Whet if
the burden passes from me, and doesn’t go to my daughter? Suppose no one else picksit up at al? What
if there are no more instances of magical joy in theworld, all because | am too wesk to inspire them?’

“Then the world will go on well enough. It isnot your job to make everyonein it happy.”

Isadora sighed. “No, but | would make you happy. And Reed. And Angeline. And Thomas. | would
wave my hands and—like that!—each of you would be struck with ablinding joy. | would give each of
you the dearest wishes of your heart, and then | would lie down and let this strangeness pass from my
bones.”

“Weared| happy enough,” Fionasaid firmly. “Y ou need not hang on even one more day just for us.”

“Well—well—we' | see,” Isadora said. She sounded so tired that Fionawas serioudy darmed. “I
may fed strong enough once the holiday is past. We shdl see what happens after Wintermoon.”

Fionaand Reed were out gathering the wresthing branches, so they didn’t see the fine coach pull up
at the house and discharge its passengers. Nonetheless, Fionawas not entirely surprised, returning with
her bundlesin her arms, to find three more guests on hand for Wintermoon— Angeline and Thomas, who
were expected, and Robert Bayliss, who was not.

“I didn’t think you'd mind,” Angeline said to Fionain an undervoice as Reed went over to greet the
older man warmly. “With Victoria having died just two weeks ago, heisat such aloss. | didn't think
anyone should have to be alone at Wintermoon.”

“No, I’'m happy to have him here,” Fionasaid. “I'll give him the sofaand move Thomas upstairs and
make Reed deep on the floor in hisroom. We shdl have quite the houseful .”

“Jllian went to Kate' sfor Wintermoon,” Angeline added. “| made sureto find out, because | knew
you would ask.”

Fonaamiled. “My very next question.”

Despitethefact that al of them respected Robert’ s grief—and, indeed, their old friend seemed to be
wearing aperpetua ook of numb loss—they managed to have avery pleasant evening med. Reed had
bought ahalf cask of winein town, and they toasted each other and told amusing stories of their
adventures in the weeks that they had been apart. |sadorarelated the tale of the princess svisit and then
some of the other unusual requests she had heard from her noble visitors.

“One woman—not so old, | thought, perhaps forty-five—she came to me as heavily veiled asthe
princess. And | wasthinking, ‘ Don’t bother to disguise yourself to me, for | don't know one of you court
ladies from the other and | would forget your face in five minutesif you showed it to me now.” She came
to me and told me her whole life was hitter and sad, and that she wanted the chance to make it
worthwhile. Do something heroic. Well, | ask you, what could | possibly have said to that? How could |
snap my fingers and confer on her the ability to be meaningful? | suggested she involve hersdf with some
of the city charities, for there are dl sorts of societiesto aid orphans and other unfortunates, but she said
that would not be good enough to atone. Atone for what, | wonder? | was askind to her asever | could
be, but I wouldn’t have known what to do for her evenif I’ d had the power.”



Thomas was staring meditatively into hiswine, apparently lost in some thought unconnected to
Isadora sstory. “I’ ve dwaysthought,” he said at last, “that the most dangerous place for a Truth-Teller
to live would bein Wodenderry. I’ ve only been there afew times mysdlf, and | didn’t stay. But | keep
thinking of what you said about the princess.” He looked up, a sardonic smile on hisface. “Now that I'm
getting older, | begin to think about the things 1’ d like to do with my life beforeit ends. And onething I'd
liketo doistdl atruth to theking. | don’t know what that truth might be, but just think of it! To stand
before royalty and tell him something no one else dared to say. | think that would be arare
privilege—though it might lose me my heed.”

Angdine pointed a him acrossthetable. “Y ou remind me,” she said gaily. “ Robert told me of a
tradition he and hisfamily used to observe a Wintermoon. They would stand in acircle around the
bonfire, and each would whisper to the person on hisleft the dearest wish of his heart. And no one would
repeat those wishes to anyone else—they al became Safe-Keegpersfor the year—but just the act of
saying those wishes doud would make them more likely to cometrue.”

Robert smiled with an effort. “Well, we were children, and our dreams were very primitive,” he said.
“ | want anew pair of bootsfor Wintermoon.” That wasthe sort of wish that very often cametrue.”

“I'll cut snippets of truelove for each of us,” Fionasaid, “and we can throw them on thefireaswe
whisper our wishes.”

“And we'll dl gather again next year and report to each other if our wishes have been granted,” said
Angdine

Fonaglanced around the table, augmented by oneto, in some smal way, make up for the loss of
one.“Yes” shesad, “dl of us”

They spent the two days before Wintermoon braiding the wreaths and ropes of branches, baking
swet treats, and visiting with the neighbors. More snow fdll, though the temperature was not so
miserably cold asit sometimes was during the holiday season. Thomas and Reed and Robert spent the
whole day of Wintermoon carefully laying the wood to construct the grandest bonfire Fionahad ever
seen. After dinner, they lit the blaze and stood beforeit, admiring its reach and hunger. Its heat was so
intenseit drove them dl afew paces away, to stand with their feet in the untrampled margin of snow.

Fonapassed out leaves of truelove and they arranged themselves around the fire. She wondered
how deliberately some of them had taken their stances, though they appeared so casudlly to choose the
confidant who would stand on their |eft. Fionahersdlf did not care which of this group heard the deepest
wishes of her heart, though she was glad enough to have Angeline on her left and Reed on her right.

“I will begin,” she said, and leaned over to whisper her own impossibledesiresin Angdine sear. “|
wish | could meet my father and look again on my mother’ sface.” Angeline kissed her on the cheek, and
Fonatossed her trueloveinto thefire. It instantly flared to yellow flame and burned away.

Naturally, Fiona could not hear what Angeline murmured to I sadora, but she had aguess; she had,
for along time, sugpected what Angeline might wish for were she to open her heart. Again, she did not
wonder what 1sadora whispered to Robert, for she was pretty sure how the words would go: | want to
lay this burden down. Robert, she thought, said to Thomas: It isnot too late. Perhaps | can till sireason.
Thomas probably repeated to Reed the observation he had made over dinner: | would liketo tell asingle
truth to the king.

Shewas smiling as she leaned toward Reed, who stooped down to put hislips against her ear. He



would tell her that he wanted to travel to Merendon or Marring Gross or Cranfield, someplace far awvay
and exotic. He was the sort of man whose wish dtered every year.

Hesaid in avoicethat only she could hear: “I wish you were not my sister.”

She pulled back and stared up a him. He smiled, hisface just faintly touched with sadness, and
tossed histrueloveinto thefire.

Chapter Fifteen

They stayed up till dawn and dept past noon, and then they all ate meat pies and cakes and pastries
till they were sick. EImingtraand haf adozen of her rdatives arrived as they were finishing up the medl,
and they exchanged small remembrances and many fond wishes.

“We rewaking down to the village to see Lacey and dl the others,” Elmingtrasaid. “Would any of
you like to comewith us?’

“Oh, | haven't seen Lacey in ages,” Angeline said, getting to her feet. “Wait till | put my cloak on.”

The rest of them declared themsalvestoo lazy. “And | have to clean up the kitchen,” said Fiona. “I'm
going to set Robert and Reed to sweeping up the remains of the bonfire, though they don’t know it yet.”

Robert affected to be offended. “What? Y ou put your guests to work? Angeline didn’t mention that
to me when sheinvited meto comefor the holiday.”

“But oncewe redone, I'll take you hiking,” Reed promised. “I’ Il show you the creek! It'stoo cold to
wade, of course, but we might catch something for dinner.”

Oncethe othersleft and Isadoraretired to her bed to deep away the afternoon, Thomas and Fiona
were |eft to clean the kitchen. “No, you chop some more wood for the stove,” shetold him, once she'd
stumbled across hisfeet for the third time. “ And then I’ [| make you some teaand you can just Sit there
quietly out of my way.”

He grinned and complied, and she joined him at the table once the last dish was put away. “ So how
long will you be staying?’ she asked, sipping from her own cup.

He shrugged. “It depends on Robert and Angeline, since | rode in with them. It must be niceto bea
rich man, because that was the most comfortable coach | have ever beenin.”

Fonasamiled. “I liketo have him here, and | know Reed enjoys his company. | cannot bring myself to
be sorry that hiswifeisdead, though | know that is unkind of me.”

He grinned. “ Angdine seemed genuindy attached to her,” he said, “but | find mysdf wondering if
Victoria s death will do Angdline some good. It isnot atruth | know, merely asuspicion | have.”

Fionatilted her head to one side. “Now, what do you mean by that?’

He countered with a question of hisown. “Why do you think your aunt never married?’



“I dways thought it was because the man she loved was dready taken.”
“Exactly. And now he' sfree”

Fonalaughed. “ Oh, not Robert. HE' s much too neat and fussy for Angeline. She speaks of him with
great fondness, but she' smore likely to matchmake for him, find him a pretty young girl from thevillage.”

Thomas shrugged and sifted more sugar into histea. “ Perhapswe rewrong, then,” he said. “Maybe
shejust never wanted to marry. Y our mother never wanted to.”

“Shehad you,” Fionasaid.
“She had me” he confirmed.
“Which perhapsiswhy Angeline never married.”

Thomasjust looked at her for the longest time, the expression on hisface absolutely inscrutable. Then
dowly, afaint wash of color reddened his cheeks, produced by some wild and random generation of new
idess. “| thought,” he said, in avoice hetried to keep casud, “you were in the business of keeping other
peopl€ s secrets.”

Fonasmiled. “Thiswas no confession whispered to me under the kirrenberry tree. Thisis merely
something | have pieced together on my own.”

“Soit isnot something you know postively.”

She could not help it; sheloosed a pedl of laughter. “Oh, it never ceasesto amaze me,” she said,
“what truths the Truth-Teller does not know.”

“I am not thekind of man,” he said, “that women pine away for.”

“Indeed, no,” Fionasaid, sill suffused with merriment. “So if | wereyou, | would be grabbing such
chances at happiness as came my way.”

He studied her along time. “Y ou wouldn’t tell methis” he said, “if you didn’t believeit to betrue.
Andif you didn't believeit would benefit the one you loved most.”

Fonasobered alittle. “Thereis nothing | would not do for Angdline,” shesaid. “1 believe her
happinessistied to you, and | believe her loyaty to my mother will not allow her to say so. | would guess
she whispered your nameto Isadoralast night aswe al stood around thefire. Y ou were right about me,
of course—there are some silences | have aways thought it was better to break. But | will say nothing to
her about thisif you do not.” She smiled alittle. “1t will be a secret between the two of us. Y ou will see
how silent | can be”

He was gtill watching her, his shadowed eyes narrowed and full of speculation. “ And what secret was
whispered to you last night?’ he asked, in hisold familiar quarrdlsome way. “| think | would beless
surprised to hear it than you were.”

Now shewasthe oneto flush, but shelifted her chin and looked defiant. “A secret | will keep for a
whileyet,” she sad.



Heleaned forward. “Here satruth for you,” he said. “ Time always goes by faster than you expect.”

They did not have achanceto discussit any longer— somewhat to Fiona s relief—because just then
the front door flew open and Reed burst through, Robert at his hedls.

“Fiona, Thomas—have you heard?’ Reed exclaimed. “ Thereisaroyd procession arriving in the

village”
“A royad procession—you mean, theking?’ she demanded.

“Yes, yes—at leadt, that iswhat everyoneis saying! There must befifty riders and two coaches
blazoned with the king’ s coat of arms—"

“How did you seethis?’ she asked. “| thought you were out by the creek.”

He waved that aside. “We decided to go to town instead. | wanted Robert to meet Dirk at the
tavern—~but then we saw the coaches coming. Ned spotted them from two miles away with hisnew field
glasses. | ran back to get you because | knew you would want to come see the king.”

She cameto her feet. “Indeed, yes! Let me get my boots on. But is he realy coming here? Or ishe
just passing through town on hisway somewhere ese?’

Thomas had not moved, but now he looked up, straight at Fiona. “Heis coming here,” he said
quietly, in that voice of certainty that meant some truth had been revealed to him and could not be
doubted. “ And he has cometo look for... something that belongsto him.”

Fionaput ahand to her heart, fedling faint for amoment, but neither Robert nor Reed appeared to
catch the sgnificance of that remark. “Here—your cloak—and you’ || need some warm socksinside your
boots,” Reed said. “Hurry, Fional Y ou don’t want to misshim.”

Thomastoo was on hisfeet. “No,” he said, heading to the main room and the box of muddy boots.
“None of uswantsto missthis”

They woke Isadora and ins sted she come with them, though she said she had had enough of royalty
during her weeks in Wodenderry. Nonethel ess, to please them, she pulled on her boots and wrapped
herself in her cloak and followed them out the door. Then, moving asfast as such an odd party could, the
whole group headed directly toward the village, and they were not the only ones. In that mysterious way
that news spreads over country towns, the word seemed to have gotten out to everyone that the king had
come to Tambleham. The three or four houses they passed on the way stood empty; Fiona never
doubted that al the residents were on their way to the town square. Their own group of five overtook
severd other parties, bigger and smdler, dl of them heading for the main street of the village. “ Did you
hear?’ they cdled to each other asthey tramped through the mud and snow. “Did you hear? The king has
cometo town!”

They arrived to find the town thronged with people, everyone who lived within ten miles having
somehow thought to gather here at this exact moment. The crowd was awestruck and well behaved,
though, milling about at the fringes of the town square, no one willing to get too close to the cortege that
had pulled up right by the village green. Reed had been right: The procession consisted of two carriages
and what looked to be dozens of riders, both men and coaches decorated with the king' s colors of
scarlet and gold. Fiona had never seen horses so fine as those that pulled the eegant black carriages or



thosethat carried the king' s silent, watchful men.

Someone grabbed Fiona sarm and called her name. “Thereyou are!l” 1t was Angeline, and her face
was bright with excitement. “1 wanted to come back to get you, but Ididn’'t want to leave! Areyou al
here? Reed and |sadora and everyone? The king has come to town—can you bdlieve it?’

Fiona pushed forward through the mab, towing Angeline behind her. “ Thomas, Reed, Robert—Iet’'s
al get asclose aswe can. | want to seethe king' s face—I| want to hear everything he hasto say.”

She met lessres stance from the other villagers than she expected. Everyone else wanted to seethe
king, too, but everyone else wasjust alittle afraid of being quite so closeto royaty. Within afew minutes,
sheand her small group of friends had won their way to the very front of the crowd, till they were so
closeto the two carriages that they could see the brushstrokes on the coats of arms. The king' s outriders
drew atight circle around the coaches, their spirited horses dancing alittle from side to sde. Fionacould
get no closer, but she was near enough to see the door of one coach open, and atdl, severe figure step
out and cometo stand on asmall daisin the center of the green.

The crowd was deathly quiet for amoment, and then everyone began to cheer. It wasthe king.
“Hismgesty, King Marcus!” one of theriders bawled out. “Her mgesty, Princess Lirabel!”

For a second figure was stepping out of the second coach and coming to take her place beside the
first. Fiona stood on tiptoe, as curious to see the woman as the man. The princess was nearly astal as
her father, dark like he was, her features as strict and grave. But, as Reed had said, her face looked
kinder and swester, touched with sadness or disappointment. She stood behind and allittle to one side of
her father on the dai's, her gaze fixed on hisprofile.

The king was staring down at the crowd, his eyes darting from face to face asif he waslooking for
someone he might recognize. “Who among you ismayor of thistown?’ he asked at last. Hisvoice was
thin and cold and carried easily to every listener in the throng.

The assembled people murmured amongst themselves and shrugged alittle and did not answer.
“Have you no mayor, no one who acts as leader?’ the king repested, his voice even colder.

Dirk the tavernkeeper shouldered hisway forward. “1 speak up now and then, Sire, asthe occasion
demands,” he called up to the stage. “1 reckon | can speak for the village now.”

A genera undertone of approva meant the villagers were agreeable to making Dirk their spokesman.
The king fixed his dark eyes on the barman. “Then | have aquestion to ask you,” he said.

“Anything, Sre”

“Eighteen years ago ababy was brought in secret to thisvillage. It isnews| have just thisweek
learned from ayoung woman recently cometo court.”

Fona s hand clenched on Isadora sarm. “Megan,” she whispered. |sadora nodded but put her finger
to her lipsfor sllence.

The king was still speaking. “ The child was aboy. No one knew his name or his parents names. Y et
he was brought in the arms of the Safe-K egper from my court—who died by his own hand on hisreturn
fromyour village”



Now the crowd was full of muttering and speculation. Fiona caught more than afew people staringin
the direction of her own little knot of friends. Dirk nodded camly. “Aye, sre. That story istrue.”

The king's eyes seemed to glitter in the frosty air. “I would meet thisboy,” he said, hisvoice very
gtern. His daughter took a step back from him and trained her gaze on the wood of the stage. “1 would
meet this young man whom | believeto be my son.”

Now the mutterings of the mob grew louder and more excited. Those in back were standing on
tiptoe, looking around, trying to locate Reed in the crowd. Those nearest the king had aready spotted
Reed' stall form, and eager hands began to push dl of them forward from behind. Fiona stcumbled from
the force of their enthusiasm; she saw Reed turn indignantly to upbraid someone behind him.

Dirk turned to survey the surging mass. “He' shere, | believe, sire. | saw him earlier. Reed? There
you are, lad! Come forward and meet your king.”

Fonafelt someone s hand closeiron tight around her arm, but she didn’t even look to seewho
grabbed her. She was watching Reed take an uncertain step toward the dais, then look back asif afraid
to see what he was leaving behind, and then take another step. Dirk caught him by the shoulder and
presented him to the king.

“Thisis Reed, sire, the child brought to the village in secret so long ago. He' s agood boy—or rather,
afine young man. Any man would be proud to cal him son.”

Princess Lirabel seemed to grow smaller and thinner asKing Marcus bent down very low to ook
searchingly into Reed sface. “ Are you that baby?’ the king demanded. “Thereis nothing | would not do
for amae child of my body, be he legitimate or bastard. Are you my son?’

“l don’'t know,” Reed said.

Another voice rang above al the other murmurings of the mob. “Heisnot!” the speaker proclaimed
in avoice meant for carrying news asfar asit needed to go. “Y ou have no son!”

And Fionafet hersdf jerked forward by the man who was speaking, the man who had such tight
hold on her arm. Thomas, whose greatest wish was coming true as he announced an unwelcome truth to
theking.

Theking, in fact, was glaring a Thomaswith amost unnerving fury. Hewas il bent from thewal s,
the better to stare at the people arrayed before him. “Who are you?’ King Marcus demanded. “What do
you know about this boy and his parentage?’

“l anaTruth-Tdler, and | have never told alie,” Thomas said camly. He had dragged Fiona so
closeto the daisthat they were merely inches from the king. Reed put his arm around Fiona, but she
could not tell which of them was trembling. She looked up at the king, at his handsome, unhappy face,
and watched his gaze flick between Thomas and Reed.

“Y ou aretelling me this child was brought here from the roya city eighteen years ago, in grest
secrecy, and yet heisnot my son?’ the king demanded, hisvoice very tight.

“Hewas not brought here that night. He was born here to the Safe-K eeper hersdlf. The child brought
herethat night wasagirl.”



And Fionafet hersdf pushed forward one more time, till she was dmost nose-to-nose with the king.
And then it was her wish came true.

“Look on your father’ sface, Fiona,” Thomas said. “For you are the child brought here from
Wodenderry that night.”

Theking straightened to hisfull height, disappointment and displeasure making hisfacelook even
bleaker. “Isthistrue?’ he sad at last, though it was unclear whom he asked.

Fonafound her voice. “True, Sire,” she said in abreathless voice. “My mother—the Safe-K eeper
who raised me— told me the story afew days before she died. My aunt can confirm it, for she wasthere
thenight | arrived. They did not know how vauable | was or why | might have been hurried from the city,
so they thought to protect me by pretending | was the Safe-K eeper’ s daughter instead.”

“Then—then—who isthisboy?’ the king demanded, pointing at Reed. Who stood stock till beside
Fiona, as dazed as the king, as astonished as everyone elsein the now slent crowd.

Thomas answered that. “ The Safe-K egper’ s son.”

“Whoishisfather?” the king snapped, dill clearly unwilling to believe the story that was unfolding
around him. “ Since everyone apparently believed him to be me.”

“Hisfaher was amerchant from anearby town,” Thomas said, gesturing with hisleft hand. Behind
her, Fionaheard a choked cry. “A man with whom the Safe-Keeper had had a brief liaison when he
believed his own fiancee had perished in an accident.”

And o it was that Robert Bayliss swish cametrue.
1] TI’H‘—”

the king said, and looked around him blindly, asif surprised to find himself before an unruly audience
of people, hearing things he did not wish to know. “Then thisboy isnot my child. Heis not my bastard
son.”

“Y ou have no son,” Thomas said, speaking with acertain relish. “Y ou have never sred ason. You
never will. Y ou have only Fionaand Princess Lirabd. Y ou must name the princess the heir to your
throne, for you will beget no other legitimate children.”

And 0 it was that the princess swish cametrue.

Theking turned clumsly toward the woman next to him on the stage, who seemed to have grown
stronger and more reCal in bearing with every one of Thomas swords. “Lirabel,” he said, and his proud
voice was broken. “Lirabel, help meto my carriage. Ride with me back to the city.”

“Gladly, Father,” she said, and her voice was rich and compassionate. “ Step carefully here—take
your courtier’ s hand. There. | will join you inamoment.”

And as soon as her father was seated, Princess Lirabel stepped back onto the dais and crossed to
the very edge. No one had moved. Reed and Thomas and Fiona were standing exactly where they had



stood for the preceding momentous ten minutes, and the entire crowd waited still, expectant and hopeful.

Lirabel cameto her knees at the edge of the stage and reached her hand out to Fiona. Unthinking,
Fionaput her own in that strong, sure grasp. “ Come to me in Wodenderry,” the princess said in avoice
s0 low only Fionacould hear it. “I would like to get to know my sster.”

Fionanodded, till too numb to say very much. “1 would be glad to,” she whispered. “In afew days.
When everything is settled here”

Lirabel squeezed her hand and let it drop. Quickly, sheroseto her feet, disappeared insde her
father’ s carriage, and shut the door. The outriders cleared a space in the crowd for the two coachesto
turn, and the trumpeter announced that the king' s carriage was on the move. In afew moments, the king
and his entire procession had disappeared down the road.

Chapter Sixteen

Naturdly, after dl that, there waslittle chance thatF onawould be able to smply wak away. Angeline
guided the exhausted I sadora out of the crowd, but the others stood fast, Reed and Thomas and Robert
banding together behind Fionato give her support. One by one, the villagers gathered around her, wishing
her well and touching her cheek and claiming they had dways known she was something specid. She was
as gracious as shock and wonder would alow, and she endured their good wishes for aslong as she
could.

Then, “Let’sgo home,” she said to the men, and they broke away as gently asthey could. Still,
scattered groups of villagers waved to her from streetcorners and doorway's as they passed, and Fiona
waved back.

“Y ou should not be so overcome,” Thomas observed, though he held her right arm and lent her his
consderable strength as they findly walked home. *Y ou have known this secret for two years.”

“True)” shesadinafaint voice. “But | suppose| did not expect it to become known in such apublic
faghion.”

“Could this have been a better day?’ Reed said jubilantly. “ Good news for everyone! Except the
king, perhaps, and he did not deserve better news. | could not be happier!”

Fonalooked at him sideways, for he held her |eft arm, and beside him on the roadway paced Robert

Bayliss. The merchant kept his gaze on the ground before him and had said nothing since they | ft the city
center.

“So you are pleased to learn who your mother is, and your father,” she said. “Y ou have for so long
wanted to know.”

“Pleased!” Reed repeated. “ Overjoyed!”

Robert came to a sudden halt, and they al perforce stopped aongside him. There was no traffic
before or behind them, so they dl just stood in the roadway and waited for him to spesk.



“I did not know—your mother never told me,” he said, hisvoice rapid and miserable. “1 would
have—I would have stood father to you al these years, either one of you, and yet she made me
think—she never said—"

Fiona shook loose of Reed' s hold and put a hand on Robert’sarm. “My mother chose alwaysto do
what suited her best and caused the least distressto anyone dse,” she said. 1 never doubted that this
was news that had been deliberately kept from you.”

“But you mustn't think—Victoriawas dead, or so | thought, | would never have looked at another
woman while | was betrothed to be married—"

“Everyone knowsthat,” Fionasaid. “ And my mother knew she could never mortify Victoriaby letting
you know you had fathered a child while she was missing. It isonly now that the pieces could come
together and the secret could be shared.”

Reed stepped forward and put his hand on Robert’ s shoulder. “I have the father | would have chosen
if I could have picked from the wholeworld,” he said in aquiet voice. “1 will be the best son you could
haveimagined, if youwill let me”

There was that sound again, a choked cry, and then Robert was openly weeping. “You and | will
continuewalking,” Fionasaid to Thomas, “and et the two of them sort everything out.”

Angeline met them at the door of the cottage with her fingersto her lips. “Isadorais degping,” she
whispered. “1 think this day has been almost too much for her.”

Fonadipped by her into the welcome warmth. “I think this day has been dmaost too much for dl of
us” shesad.

Thethree of them sat around the kitchen table, drinking mint teaand talking quietly. “1 still don't
understand,” Fionasaid. “Why it was so important to disguise me. What' s another bastard daughter to
theking, after dl?’

“There had been two others, delivered to highborn ladiesin the years between Lirabd’ s birth and
yours,” Thomassad. “Both of thoselittle girlsdied ininfancy.”

Fonafdt her eyebrowsrise. “From... illness?’

Angeline shook her head. “They had been murdered.

And the royal Safe-Keeper knew it, for the queen had confided her dark deedsto him. And he
confided in me, the day he left you in my arms. He had done what he could to protect you—acting as
Safe-Kegper indeed, though we who keep secrets are not dways so activein defending them.”

Fionadanted alook a Thomas. “ Some of usare,” she said.

“I ill don’t understand,” Thomas complained. “If someone had tracked that Safe-Keeper al the way
to Damiana s house, wouldn’t Reed have been in just as much danger as Fiona?’

“We thought about that,” Angeline admitted. “But we thought we could still keep him safe. We could
have brought in any Truth-Teller—even youl—to swear that he was not the king' s bastard. We thought if
Damianaclaimed Fionaas her own, no onewould think to ask questions about her.”



“A little chancy 4ill,” Fonasaid.
“All secretsare,” Angdinereplied.

“Did you know the other secret aswell?” Thomas asked Angdline. “All these years, did you know
who Reed' sfather was?’

Angeline shook her head. “I thought it was you. Though you and Damianawere not very close until
the children were alittle older. But | thought—well—that | had missed some earlier moment when you fell
inlove”

Now Thomas was the one to shake his head. “1 would have claimed them—either one of them.
That’ satruth even a Safe-Keeper wouldn't have kept from me.”

“All the secrets are out now,” Angelinesaid. “All the truthstold. All the wishes cometrue.”

“Not quitedl of them,” Flonasaid.

Thomaslooked at her. “What' s till |eft undone?’ he asked.

But she merely smiled and shook her head. Shewas still a Safe-Keegper—for awhile yet.

Robert and Reed came back late, having stayed for afew glasses of de at Dirk’ stavern, buying a
few roundsfor the other patrons and generally celebrating their newfound connection. Fionawanted to
talk to Reed, but not in hisinebriated state, and so she sent both of them on their way to bed and retired
to her own room. She couldn’t deep, of course. For the longest time, shejust lay on her mattress,
listened to I sadora s breathing, and stared at the shadows on the walls.

So much had aready changed, but there were changes ill to come.

In the morning, she rose as soon as she heard qui et footsteps descending the stairs. It was Reed, as
she had known it would be, for he was aways an early riser. She hagtily dressed and went out to join him
inthekitchen.

“It snowed last night,” he said, speaking in awhisper to avoid waking Robert, who was degping on
the sofa. “ Do you want to go wak through the fresh snowdrifts?’

“Yes,” shesad, and they put on their boots and crept out.

“How’ syour head?’ she asked once they’ d stepped outside. The world was afrigid white scene of
ice and gauze; their feet crunched through the crisp top layer of snow with every stride they took. Theair
felt freshly washed or newly made, cold and delicious when they breethed it in.

Reed laughed. “Fine, if you' retalking about theill effects of ae. Inawhirl, if you' re talking about the
aftereffects of yesterday’ s audience with theking.”

“Everything isdifferent now,” she agreed.

He surprised her with hisresponse. “But everything is better.”



She glanced up at him asthey tramped dong. His strong young face looked rested and serene; his
smile was wider than ever. “Y ou mean, you were happy to find out you were not the king' s son?’

He shrugged. “I was happy to find out | was someone' s son, and to find that I’'m Robert’s! | couldn’t
ask for a better father. And to know at last who my mother was—to have al the questions answered—it
makesmefed like | belong in theworld, after dl thistime of wondering.”

“I told you before, you make your own belonging.”

He peered down at her from his much greater height. “ So does that mean you still belong here—ina
amadl village—when you know you' re the daughter of the king?”

She sghed. “I do foresee some upsetsin my life”

They had come to an old wooden fence that separated their property from some open space. Reed
brushed the snow off the top bar, then lifted Fiona up to Sit. He leaned on his elbows beside her.

“Thisiswhat | expect to happen,” he said quietly. “Y ou will go to theroyd city from timeto time, and
make friends with your sister, and learn how to behave in the presence of your father. Y ou will return to
Tambleham now and then, but it will never be your permanent home the way it has been for so long.
Therewill be other pressures at work on you, other hands reaching for you. After dl thistime, itisyou
who will be the restless one, and | the one who staysin one place.”

“But if | leave, who will be Safe-Keeper in Tambleham?’ she asked. “Who will livein our mother’s
cottage”?’

Heturned and leaned hisback againgt therailing. “ Allison and Ed will livein our mother’ s house, |
imagine, Snce she understands the garden so well. | will livein the house being built on Angdine sland.”

“You!” sheexclamed. “But | thought—won't you be going to Lowford to live with Robert?’

Henodded. “I'll go for awhile. But | won't stay. | belong in Tambleham, and | have work to do
here”

She looked down at him. “Y ou’ re going to be Safe-Keeper of thevillage.”

Henodded. “Isn't it funny? | knew that people were dwaystelling me secrets. | knew how to keep
them. But | thought it was because—because | had been raised in the house with a Safe-Keeper and her
daughter. But it was because a Safe-K egper was my mother, and | inherited her ability to keep silence.”
Heglanced at her. “1 don’t know how you managed to learn such adifficult thing al on your own.”

She amiled. “I was never asgood at it as| wanted to be.

Thomas wasright about me. I’'m more interested in truth than secrets.”

“And we ve had our share of both this past day,” he said.

“Secrets revedled, truths proclaimed, and everyone s dreams cometrue,” she said.

He kept his eyes on the white vista before him. “Only one of mine,” he said quietly. “ The chanceto
know my father. | told you another wish the other day.”



She amiled alittle. “We will work on that wish when you come home from Lowford,” shesaid. “I il
have one of my own to fulfill, and it's haunted me for longer.”

Hetilted hishead up at her, squinting alittlein the sun. *'Y ou want to find your mother,” he said.

She nodded. “If she' still dive. Y ou make your own belonging—but you have so few chances at
love. Seeing Robert’ s face when he looks at you makes me want to see her face when she looks at me.”

“But you'll come back to me?’

She put her hand on his shoulder. “ Asyou’ ve dways come back to me.”

Two days|ater, Robert’s carriage arrived at the door, and Robert, Reed, Angeline, and Thomasdl
piledin. “I'll be goneamonth, | expect,” Reed told Fiona as he hugged her goodbye. “When will you go
totheroyd city?’

“I don’t know yet,” she said. “I might not be here when you get back. But soon.”

“Soon,” he said, and kissed her cheek, and climbed in beside hisfather.

Angdline hugged her next. “1 am almost afraid to go,” her aunt said. “ So much has happened in afew
short days! What else will happen as soon as| turn my back?’

Fonalaughed. “Oh, no! I’ ve had my share of adventures. It's somebody else' sturn to engagein
urprises”

“I’'m not sure yours are dl doneyet,” Thomas said.

Fonahugged him aswdl. “And your life?” she asked innocently. “I1t does not have atwist or two il
init?’

Angeline smiled. “Oh, Thomas slifeisdwaysfull of excitement. Hetravels from town to town,
spreading good news and bad, and he is often just one step ahead of an angry villager.”

He shook his head. “No longer. I’'m going to settle down and let people come to me with their
questions and their disputes.”

Angelinelooked at him quickly. “ Settle down! But where?’

Hetook her elbow and helped her into the carriage. “In Lowford. On astreet or inahouseor ina
room as near to you as| can get.”

Angeline froze with one foot on the pulldown steps. “ Thomas! What do you—what are you saying?’

He laughed and urged her forward. “ Y ou’ll haveto invite mein once we arrivein Lowford, and | can
explaninmore detail.”

And s0 it was that Angeline swish cametrue.

Fonawas smiling as she stood by the gate and waved, sad to see dmost dl of her best loved friends



and rdlatives driving away, but fixing part of her mind on al the choresthat were il |ft to do. There was
till her own last wish to be granted, and another one that she knew of—And another one that she'd
heard rumors of, but it was somebody e se' s dream, and she didn’t know if it might really cometrue.

Chapter Seventeen

| sadora stayed two more days, “too tired,” shetold Fiona, “to even think about flagging down some
chance traveler and asking to be taken to whatever remote, dream forsaken village he happensto be
traveling to next. Besdes, | keep waiting—"

She stopped.
“Waiting for what?" Fiona asked.

“Waiting for word from my daughter. She knows | come here for Wintermoon, and surely she will tell
me—or noat, if the newsis so bad that she cannot bear to write it—"

“You just rest while you can,” Fionacommanded. “When you fee strong enough, I'll write your
daughter for you, and good or ill, we'll find out the story.”

So Isadora dozed away the next two days while Fionamade preparations for travel. She visited with
Elmingrato exclaim over the events of the last few days and to discuss with Allison the idea of renting
Damiand s cottage to the newlyweds. Soon, everything was ready; there were only afew more piecesto
put in place. Fionaknew thét, likel sadora, she was waiting, smply waiting, but she didn’t know what else
to do.

Latein that second afternoon, she returned to her own house to find her guest weeping on the sofa.
“Isadoral What' swrong? Did you hear from your daughter?” Fionaexclaimed, running across the room
and flinging her arms around the Dream-Maker. “I’' m so sorry—"

But Isadora, when she turned to face Fiona, was smiling through her tears. “ She had—she bore—it's
ababy boy, and he' s hedlthy! She wants me to come see him, come as soon as| can. She' s not—the
cursewill not passto her; sheissafe from thismisery. | an so happy that | cannot stop crying.”

Fionalaughed, and then she cried too, and she read the | etter, and shejoined | sadorain speculating
on who among the Tambleham townspeople might be persuaded to head for Thrush Hollow in the next
few days. Not till they were eating dinner afew hourslater did Isadoratilt her head and seemto listen to
asoundlessinterior voice. She put her fork down and stared at Fiona across the table.

“Fona. It'sgone,” she said, her voice amix of regret and wonder.

“What' sgone?’

“The power. | don't fed it anymore,” Isadorasaid smply. “It’snot just that my daughter will not
inherit the ability to make dreams come true—I don’t have the talent anymore either.”

“Then wheredid it go? Or did it? Isthe world without a Dream-Maker now?’ Fiona asked.



Isadora shook her head. “1 don’t know. | don’t know. | hope not, though. What asad place this
would beif we could never put our trust in dreams. But, oh, | am so happy that the power has passed
away fromme!”

And s0 it wasthat | sadora swish cametrue.

Isadora left with Ned the blacksmith on the following day, neither 1sadora nor Fiona bothering to
mention that, with her powers gone, |sadora would not be able to grant him any specia wishesin return
for thisfavor. But Ned was akind enough man; Fionawas sure he would have taken Isadoraas a
passenger anyway, though he might have charged her for the privilege. Fionasmiled as she waved
goodbye and blew kisses to the happy old woman on her way to meet her grandson.

She passed the day quietly, cleaning up behind al her recent guests and checking to see how low her
stores of food were. Shewrote aletter to Reed, and one to Angeline, and thought about writing her
half-sister but decided she would rather wait till they were better acquainted. Early winter dark came, and
she put on the teato boil, then later she made avery good dinner out of bread and cheese and | eftover

pie.

It wasfairly late when she heard the sound of a solitary horse approaching her gate and coming to a
halt. Shelifted her head when the hoofbeats dowed and did not pass by, and she was at the door just as
the knocker sounded. She opened the door to find a heavily veiled woman standing on the front sairs.

“Isthisthe house of the Safe-Keeper of Tambleham?’ the visitor asked in an attractive voice that had
the soft accent of the southern gentlewoman.

“Indeed it is. Do you have a secret you wish to confide?’ Fionasaid. “Please comein out of the
cold.”

Thelady stepped insde and appeared to be looking around through her vell, assessing the hominess
of the furnishings and the comfortable warmth of the room. “A secret, perhaps—aquestion,
perhaps—there are many things | haveto say,” the woman said. “If you have afew momentsto spare
rre"

“Asmany moments asyou like. Take off your coat. | will put more water on to boil.”

Soon enough, they were both sitting at the kitchen table Sipping tea. The visitor gtill felt the need for
secrecy; she did not remove her velil, but lifted the bottom edge so she could take a dainty drink. Through
the tight black mesh, Fiona could catch ahint of fine, fair hair and eyesthat appeared to be afaded blue.
It was very difficult to tell much se, though Fionathought the woman might be about Angdline's
age—somewherein her mid forties. Not old, but starting to feel the accumulation of years.

Just now, the woman was glancing around the kitchen asif looking for someone who was missing. “I
wastold,” she said, blowing on her teathrough her veil, “that the Dream-Maker of this kingdom often
daysat thishouse.”

“She does. Sheleft just thismorning. Did you have something you wanted to ask her?’
The woman took asip from her cup. “Or something to tell her. I—I saw her when shewasin

Wodenderry afew weeks ago. | cameto her to ask her about adream. And | think—I’m not sure—but
| fed so strange—"



“Ah,” Fionabreathed. “ That wasyou.”

Though it wasimpossible to read the woman' s expression through her vell, her confusion was evident
in her voice. “What was me? What do you know? | went to the Dream-Maker to ask—to say—to beg
her to give my life some meaning. My whole life has been nothing but tragedies and mistakes. Hurts|
have dedlt to other people, wounds that have been inflicted on me. | wanted—I asked her—is there not
someway to reverse dl that? To confer on my life some grace and beauty?’

“And do you think you have found that way?’ Fiona asked.

“I don’'t know. It' s very strange. | woke up yesterday and felt so odd, asif my toes and fingerswere
tingling, but | wasn't cold, and | wasn't sick, and the sensation has since gone away. But | fed dtered
somehow. And then my maid came to me, overjoyed. Her mother, who had been so sick, sat up in bed
and waswdl. And the man who livesin the house next door—a man who needs money for so many
reasons| cannot begin to list them al—he came laughing to my gate. His uncle had just left him an
inheritance. It seemed everywhere | turned that day, good fortune had befallen someone | knew.
Someone | had spoken to just the day before. And | thought—I wondered—nbut can it be? Can the
power of the Dream-Maker have passed into me?’

Fionaput her hands to her cheeks, for this was the dream she had hoped for, the one dream besides
her own that she most wanted to see cometrue. “1 think it has,” she said, her voice very rapid. “ For when
Isadora left this place, she knew the power had fled from her. But we did not know if it had settled in
anyone elsg' shands.”

“Then| am—I am the Dream-Maker? | am—where | go—I will bring happinessto others? All this
tragedy, al these woes—they did some good after al? For | know the Dream-Maker’ slifeis not an easy
one. | know itisonly at the cost of my own happinessthat | bring joy to others. But | have paid that cost,
over and over again. | have given up so much.”

“And what isthefirgt thing you gave up?’ Fionaasked in alow voice.

The woman looked around the room, and the despair in her voice made her words shake. “My child,
my daughter, for her own safety, | sent her away so many years ago. | thought—I had heard—this might
be the very cottage where she was given refuge.” The woman turned her face toward Fiona's. “You
might be the very girl,” shewhispered. “Y ou look so much as| had imagined.”

“I amthat girl,” Fionasaid, stretching her hand out across the table to take hold of her mother's
fingers. “1 am your daughter. Tell me your name, and then tel me my story, and we will learn each other’s
dreams and secrets.”

“I an Mdinda,” thewoman said.

“I am Fona. For solong | have wanted to look on my mother’ sface.”

Melindareached up to pull aside her veil. And then it was that the Dream-Maker made Fiona s last
wish cometrue.
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