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For Aaron

Because reading the last few chapters aloud to you is one of my most special memories.

A truth comes out when it must:
A dream comes true when it will.
Though the world turn to ash and dust,

A secret’s a secret still.

Prologue

Top|[Next
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The solitary horse and rider clattered through the sleeping town, iron-shod hooves striking sharply
against the half-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 still
an urgent sound, for the horse was moving fast—as fast as it could after along night of hard running.

The rider only slowed 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 signal. Not till he came to the small gray-brick
cottage on the very edge of Tambleham did he pull the horse to a complete halt.

A spray of roses by the gate, dark and colorless in 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 awkwardly because of a bundle clutched tightly to his chest, the rider dismounted and led his
horse through the gate. There he let the exhausted animal stand unteth-ered 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, a young woman opened the door, holding a candlestick that illuminated her face.
Despite the lateness of the hour, she looked wide awake and not at all alarmed 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 a variety of stains.

“Yes?' she asked.

Her visitor was not nearly so calm. “Y ou are the Safe-K eeper of thisvillage?’ he demanded in alow
voice.

She shook her head. “No. |—"

He fell back a step, clutching his bundle even more tightly to him. “No! But you—but the kirrenberry
tree—"

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

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

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

Now he backed off again, turning away asif to shield the package in his arms from anyone else’ s sight.
“|s 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 delivered plenty of babiesin
Lowford. | know what to do.”

He stood there a moment longer, undecided, but it was clear from the set of his shoulders that he was
weary almost beyond imagining. “I can go no farther,” he said at last, seeming to speak to himself more
than the woman at the door. “1 have ridden aslong and as hard as | can. | must leave my secret with
you.”

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

With one abrupt movement, the man thrust his bundle through the open door. “ Take the baby,” he said
baldly. “ The child is not safe in anyone else’ s hands.”

With a soft exclamation of surprise, the woman placed her candle on a nearby table and accepted the
infant into her arms. “But whose child isthis?’ she murmured, looking down into the small sleeping face
and beginning to rock slowly back and forth on the balls of her feet.

“1 will whisper the name into your ear,” the man said, coming near enough to do just that. “It is a secret.”

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

“I will tell my sister,” she said.

“And no one else,” he said.

“And no one else,” she repeated.

“Will she keep the baby? Will you?’

“Or wewill find ahome that is safe,” she said gently. “Y our secret is ours to 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
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lingered at the doorway, her worried gaze on her visitor. “What will become of you, when you return to
the city and this oneismissing?’ she asked.

He shook his head. “I know what | must do next. Have no fear for me.”
A pitiful cry came from the back room. “ Angeline! Where have you gone?’
“Who are you?’ she asked. “I will tell no one. Just so | know.”

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

“ Angeline!”
“ Safe passage home,” she said.

“My deepest thanks,” hereplied. Finally relieved of his burden, he lost some of his desperation and
acquired a certain courtly air. He gave her a deep, flourishing bow, and kissed hisfingersto her as he
swept upright.

“When should the secret be told?’ she asked.

“You will know,” he said. “But it will not be soon.”

“ Angeline! | need you!

“Good-bye, then,” she said.

“Good-bye,” he said. Turning with a swirl of his cloak, he headed back to his horse. By the time he had

led the tired animal through the gate and climbed back into the saddle, the door to the cottage was
already closed. There was no sign of either woman or baby.

In the morning, EIminstra was the first one to come knocking on the Safe-Keeper’ s door. She had a |l oaf
of fresh-baked bread in one hand and a bucket of milk in the other, for she was sure Angeline had had no
time to be thinking of food, and Damiana was in no condition.

“Hello?’ she called, pushing the door open when no one responded to her knock. She was the nearest
neighbor, living a mere quarter mile down the road, and she and Damiana quite freely walked into each
other’ s houses. “ Angeline? Damiana? Has the baby come?’
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Just as EIminstra stepped into the big main room, Angeline came in from the kitchen, cradling achild in
each arm. “In fact, two babies have come,” Angeline said, smiling.

With alittle shriek, EIminstra dropped both her loaf and her bucket to the floor. “ Twins! | would swear
she was not big enough to be carrying two—are they early? Are they healthy? L et me see them, the
precious little ones—"

“Not twins,” Angeline said, handing one of the children to the neighbor. EIminstra was a grandmother
herself, though she looked more of an age to be a mother, and she had handled more babies in her time
than Angeline and her sister 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 arms—*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 dream it!” she exclaimed. “I thought | heard a horse go by late last night, very fast. It was
someone coming here?’

Angeline nodded. “And leaving a package behind.”

The baby girl made a sound halfway between a whimper and a cough, and EIminstra began to jiggle her
absently. “ But—who was he? And whose child did he bring to you?’

Angeline merely smiled, and Elminstra nodded. 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 healer and herbalist—some called her awitch—and people often came to her for medicines and
remedies that some other woman might find shocking.

“Will she keep this baby, then? Or will you?’ Elminstra asked.

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

“Company for each other, and enemies with each other, and mischief-makers who incite each other to

even greater mischief,” Elminstra said with feeling. “ She could be right! But on the other hand, it is not
such an easy thing to raise achild all by yourself—and to raise two children”—

Elminstra shook her head. “| don’t suppose,” she added delicately, “this makes her any more interested
in contacting her daughter’s father and seeing if he would be willing to help her out?’

Angeline grinned. “No, nor has it made her any more interested in divulging the identity of her
daughter’ s father.”
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Elminstra sighed and continued bouncing the baby in her arms. “There is some talk about Damiana
already, you know, choosing to have a child al on her own and telling no one who the father is. Oh,
everyone loves her, of course—"

“Everyone loves their Safe-Keeper,” Angeline interrupted. “ She knows too many secrets for them not to
love her.”

“But now with two children in the house—well, it will cause even more talk.”

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

“Until the secret about the child’ s parentage comes out,” EIminstra said.

Angeline laughed. “Which one?’

Elminstrawas still in the Safe-K eeper’ s house when the next visitor came calling, and the next, and the
next. To each of them, Angeline told the same story, of the boy delivered to the house at midnight and
the girl delivered to the bed three hours later. Everyone was agog with curiosity— but, like ElIminstra,
they knew the futility of questioning a Safe-Keeper. Angeline would reveal no secrets now, and

Damiana would reveal no secrets later. In fact, Damiana appeared likely to stay in her bed sleeping the
entire day through, waking up only enough to nurse both infants whenever they started to wail.

“You'll need milk,” EIminstrasaid 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 seamstress in Tambleham and friendly
with everybody. “1 imagine they’ Il be wanting you back in Lowford very soon. | can come once aday to
help with dinner.”

Other women chimed in with similar offers, and Angeline accepted them all on behalf of her sister.
Damianawas the kind who could manage entirely on her own; but Damiana aso 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 ameal 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
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uninteresting chores when there were babies to be played with—and wondered aloud who might be
approaching in such a hurry.

It was Dirk, the tavern-keeper’ s son, a promising and very large young man of about eighteen. “Have
you heard?’ he demanded, bursting into the house with all 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 alarm. “Who isit?’
“No one from Tambleham, | hope!”

“What happened? Bandits?’

“Oh, please tell me the poor man simply fell from his horse.”

“What happened?’ Angeline asked, raising her voice enough to be heard over all the other women. Dirk
turned in her direction.

“A man. A stranger. He was dressed in fine clothes and wearing a black cloak lined with red silk,” the
boy said. “His horse was tied to the side of the road, and there were twenty gold piecesin one of his
saddlebags. Jewels on hisfingers, expensive leather shoes on hisfeet.”

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

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

Dirk was shaking his head. “My father says that no one killed him,” he said. “My father says he put
poison in acup and drank it down. There was a silver goblet lying on the ground not three feet from his
hand, and my father said the smell of wine was tainted.”

“But then—but who—" one of the neighbor women said.

But Elminstrawas staring at Angeline, who was taking a sip from her own cup. “A rich man riding alone
at night afew miles outside our village,” the witch said slowly. “Gould this have been the man who
came to visit you last night, leaving a baby at your sister’s door?”’

“1 suppose it could be,” Angeline said.

“But why would he do such athing?’ Lacey demanded. “If he knew he had left the child in safe hands,
why would he then take his own life?’
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Angeline said nothing, but EIminstra was still puzzling it out. “ Because he wanted no one to find out
where he had taken the child,” she guessed. “He wanted no one to question him so ruthlessly that he
might accidentally reveal where the child had gone.”

“But what child would be so special that a man would have to give hislife to protect it?’ Dirk demanded.
And then suddenly, everyone in the room fell silent asthey all stared at Angeline.

“The man was on his way back to Wodenderry,” said Dirk slowly. “The royal city.”

“Do we have aking' s bastard in our village?’ Elminstra asked in a very faint voice.

Just then, one of the babies began a slow, mournful howling from the other room. Angeline smiled at
them all, giving away no secrets. “Royal bastard or village bastard, someoneis calling me,” she said
cheerfully. “Let me go see what my niece and nephew want.”

And she disappeared into the room where her sister 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 gar-den fences and barroom tables! What magic had visited their village last
night—indeed, come to live with them, nestled into the corners and alleys of their town! A king's
bastard! Who would have believed it? Everyone would know by nightfall. Thiswas a Safe-Keeper’s
house, of course, but this was surely one secret that would not be kept.

Part One

Chapter One

Previous||[Top |[|Next

Fiona assigned names to all her dolls, and she was arranging them by how much she loved each of the
people those dolls represented.

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

She had always liked Thomas just fine, until the last time he had come to visit. Hewas a Truth-Teller, a
wanderer 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. Fiona was not the only one who
disliked 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 cross their lips. Anything they said had to be
believed.

“Fiona s growing into afine young girl, isn't she?’ he’'d said to her mother last time he was here. They’'d
all been sitting around the table, eating sweet apples and enjoying the late light of a midsummer evening.
All except Reed, who' d been off playing with one of EIminstra’s grandsons. “How old are you now?
Eight?’

“I'll be ten thisfall,” she had replied.

“Ten! So old! 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 weathered from so much travel, and
his dark 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 all the verities of the world.

“She’s going to apprentice with Elminstrain afew years,” her mother said in her quiet voice. “Learn
about herbing. She's already better in the garden than | am.”

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

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

“Maybe she'll be the village witch, then, after EIminstra’ stime is done,” Thomas said.
“No,” Fionasaid. “I’m going to do my mother’ swork. I’ [l be a Safe-Keeper.”
Thomas had looked straight at her with those deep and knowing eyes. “No,” he said, “you won't.”

Fiona had cried out in quite afit of anger, but he had merely shrugged and peeled another apple. “1 will
so be a Safe-Keeper if | want to be,” Fiona had said again, glancing at her mother for support. But her
mother had merely given her that quiet smile, hiding all her thoughts.
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“You'll be what you choose to be,” Damiana had said, refusing to get into an argument or contradict
Thomas or even seem to worry about what he had said.

“1 hate you,” Fiona had declared, stomping from the room. And no one had chided her for that and
neither had Damiana mentioned the whole incident later that night when she came to tuck the children
into bed.

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

Reed came to find her in her room a few minutes after she had rearranged her dolls, putting | sadora
before Lacey after all. They shared the small upstairs |oft, its sloped ceiling so low that Reed would not
long be able to stand upright under its beams. A sturdy wall divided her neat half from his untidy one.

“Fional Where are you? What are you doing? It's almost time to eat.”
“I"'m just playing,” she called out.

He bounded through the door and landed with a bounce on her bed. Almost instantly, he changed his
mind, scrambled to his feet, and dropped to the floor beside her. He could never sit still, this brother of
hers, he was always charging off in one direction or another.

“WEell, 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 here till dawn of the next day,
dressing and organizing her dolls, sit here she would, even if the whole town gathered downstairs for a
feast in honor of her birthday.

“Almost. Who's here?’ she asked.

“Elminstra and two of her daughters and three of her grandchildren, and Dirk and his wife—oh, and
their baby!— and his dad, and Josh and Ned—"

“Is Angeline here?’

He jumped to his feet 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 Angeline!”

“Well, everybody else does! It smellsreally good and everyone is hungry.”
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“l don’'t want to have to sit by Thomas.”
“Fine. I'll sit with Thomas. Greg and | will trip him if he tries to come over and talk to you.”

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

“Just come downstairs and eat,” Reed said impatiently, coming to a halt in the middle of her hierarchy of
dolls.

“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 surprisingly
alike. Both had fair skin and silky blond hair, Fiona s hair finer and whiter than Reed’ s, and both had
slim, wiry builds that concealed their true strength. Reed was inexhaustible, able to run or play or even
work tirelessly throughout the day. Fionawas not so active, but she knew she could endure almost
anything. She had nearly cut afinger off one morning, slicing sweetroot at Elminstra’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 fallen off a broad 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 the
littlest bit.

“It’ syour birthday, too,” she said. “They can’t have the feast without you either.”
“Yes, but I’'m going downstairs right this minute,” he said. “Please come? Make it a specia day?”’

She put her hand out and he pulled her to her feet. Already he was an inch or two taller than she was,
everyone predicted he would be a big, strapping boy, one of those fair, happy yeomen who could be
found standing at the ale booth at every county fair.

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

She followed him downstairs to 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 are the first 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 all the other neighbors falling in as they chose. The food—potluck supplied by al the
visiting friends—was delicious, and there was so much of it that nobody felt too greedy going back for
seconds, or even thirds.
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Thomas, who could usually be found right by Damiana’ s side any time he was in town, spent most of his
time in conversation with Dirk and his father, afact that Fiona viewed with darkling satisfaction. He
must have realized that he had offended her on his last 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 his words
altogether.
“Mmm! This cherry pieis heavenly! Who could have made it?’ Elminstra exclaimed.

“Ned swife, | think. She said she had a new recipe,” Damianareplied.

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

“1 liked the baked chicken,” Lacey put in. “What spices do you suppose she used? Mine never turns out
quite like that.”

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

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

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

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

“Oh, of course | will,” Fiona said earnestly. “I’ll stay aslong as you need me.”

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

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

“Angeline!” Fiona shrieked. 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 kir-renberry tree, and leaped over the
gate without bothering to unlatch it. Angeline was just then climbing down from the wagon, and she
flung her arms out to offer them an embrace.

“Look at you two! Reed, have you grown again? Fiona, your hair’'s so long! It's only been three months
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since
I’ 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 inside, and look,
didn’t she want to come in and see Reed’ s new slingshot, Fiona s new dolls?

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

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

Till now, Fiona had paid no attention to the couple sitting in the front of the wagon, but at her mother’s
words, she looked up to seeif she recognized them. The man and the woman looked pleasant enough,
but Fiona was sure she’ d never met them before. The woman was fair-haired and fragile-looking,
wearing afashionable blue dress over her brittle frame. Her companion was more hearty and robust, a
well-dressed, wealthy-looking man with a kind expression. Fiona thought he was probably a merchant,
since he certainly didn’t appear to be alaborer. She thought his wife looked boring.

“We can't stay,” the woman said in afaint voice, seeming to need all her energy to summon asmile. “|
want to go to the inn and lie down.”

“Victoriatires so easily,” the man said, apology in hisvoice. “But | understand you’ re having quite a
party here! A

birthday celebration for these two young folks, is that right?

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

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

Fionawas still looking up at the new arrivals, thinking no one should be tired if all she’d done all day
was sit in awagon, when her aunt’ s voice came gently in her ear. “Fiona, you remember Robert and
Victoria Bayliss, don’'t you?’ she said. “They live near me in Lowford, and they came by to visit two
summers ago when you were staying with me.”

“She wasn’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.”
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“Well, and | remember you! Y ou’ve grown half afoot since that day, though,” Robert said genially.

“You're sure you won't comein just for abit?’ Damianasaid. “| could brew sometea, Victoria. It will
pick up your spirits alittle. And there's wonderful pie.”

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

“I’ve got everything | need,” Angeline said briskly. “Go on into town. Thank you so much for the ride!”

“We'll be back in afew 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 horses in motion. Victoria could not be bothered to wave, but she did smile
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 a moment as if to gossip, and Fiona
stayed beside them to listen.

“She’ s no better, then?” Damiana asked. Fiona supposed she was referring to the wan Victoria.

“1 do think sheisin pain much of thetime,” Angeline said. “I try not to hold it against her that sheis
such apoor and sickly thing. But Robert is so hale and energetic! It isalittle sad to see him tied to her
like that.”

“Though I think he loves her,” Damiana said.

“Heis certainly good to her,” Angeline replied.

“Who is she? Who are they? Why does she act like that?’” Fionainterrupted.

The woman exchanged glances and private smiles. “They are friends of mine from Lowford,” Angeline
said, her hand coming to rest on Fiona's head. “Robert is my landlord, and charges me almost no rent at
al. Victoria has me sew al her clothes, because she says only | know how to set a stitch that doesn’t
scratch her. Indeed, their patronage has made it very easy for meto livein Lowford all alone and not
worry very much about money.”

“But why does she act that way?’ Fiona asked. “ All bent over and hurt-looking like that?’

“1 suppose because she really does hurt,” Angeline said.
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“There was an accident when she was a young woman. She got swept out of her father’s boat 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. She didn’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.”

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

“Fional” her mother and her aunt said at 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 all the
advantages of youth and health, should be kindest of all to someone who isweak and in pain.”

Fiona shrugged. “I’ll try,” she said, “if | ever see her again.”

Angeline shook her head alittle, asif to say, What can you expect from a ten-year-old girl? “Now,” she
said, more briskly. “Where' sthisfood I’ ve been hearing about? I’ m very hungry—and unlike Victoria, |
can certainly eat!”

s

After the meal, it wastime for gifts. Between them, Fiona and Reed opened box after box of treasures,
including dolls and soldiers and a variety of games. They were both well pleased with the assortment.
Indeed, Greg and Reed and afew of the other boys immediately set up around of ring-toss and began
running back and forth across the lawn with as much energy as they had shown at the start of the very

long day.

“Doesn’t git still too much, does he?” Thomas inquired, coming to sit by Angeline and Damiana and
Fiona.

Damianalaughed. “I would say never,” she said. “He’ s like a bright fire on the kitchen hearth. He burns
without ceasing.”

Thomas nodded at Fiona, though she kept her eyes on her new doll and pretended he had not joined
them. “And this one?’
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Damianareached out a hand to stroke Fiona' s hair. “Thisoneislike acoal in the firepit. Cool to look at
but blazing with heat within.”

Fiona could feel that the Truth-Teller was still watching her. “Come with me to the front of the house,”
he said. “| have a present for you, but it needs explaining.”

The two women looked over at Fiona, for they could tell, 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,” she said.

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 came to 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 beneath one on the sunniest day,
you would stand in absolute shadow.

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

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

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

Fiona gave him a sharp glance, then took the whistle from his hand. Putting her mouth against the
blowhole and her fingers on the openings of the pipe, she breathed in.

But no sound came out.

She tried 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 still standing with his hand against the trunk of the tree, watching her
with his shadowed eyes. “Because a kirrenberry tree won't make a sound,” he said. “Y ou can cut its
branches to make two sticks that you hit together along with the beat in a reel— but they make no sound.
Hit it with an ax and the tree yields up no ringing noise. Fell it in the forest, and you will not hear it
toppling to the ground. A whistle makes no music. Birds who land in its branches forget their own
songs.”
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Now she was frowning. “ That makes no sense.”

He nodded. “ That’ s why the kirrenberry treeis planted in front of the house of every Safe-Keeper in
every village from here to the Cormeon Sea. Because a kirrenberry tree signifies silence.”

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,” she said distinctly. “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

Previous||{Top |[|Next

It was going on toward midnight before the last of the birthday guestsleft. Greg had fallen asleep on a
blanket by his grandmother’s chair, but Reed was still parading around the back lawn, his new whistle
held to his mouth, producing unheard music for an invisible audience. Elminstra sighed and pushed
herself to her feet.

“Well, I'm the last one here. I’ d better be getting back,” she said. “Greg! Wake up, child, we have alittle
walk home.”

“He can sleep on the floor in the big room,” Damiana offered.

Elminstra snorted. “Y ou’ ve got a houseful 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 sleeping boy
into his arms. Greg never woke. “I’ll be back in alittle bit,” he said to Damiana, and walked off with
Elminstrainto the soft dark.

Damiana stood up. “Reed! Fional Time for bed!”

For Fiona, this was the best part of the day. Every day.
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She cleaned herself up at the sink in the kitchen, then hurried up the open stairs to her room. She was
dressed in her nightclothes and under alight sheet when her mother came into 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?’

Fiona nodded, 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 always asked.

“A lot of things, today,” Fionasaid. “All the people. All the food! All the presents. Angeline.”
“Turning one year older,” her mother suggested.
“1 don’t feel awhole year older,” Fiona said.

Damiana smiled. “No. Y ou never do, on your birthday. On your birthday you feel exactly the same as
you did the day before and the day before. Six months from now you' Il feel older. In two years you'll
feel older than you do right now. But it's slow. It’san invisible process.”

“Like summer,” Fionasaid. “One day it’sjust there.”

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

“How long will Angeline stay 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?’

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

“No, you don't,” her mother agreed. “Many people don’'t like Truth-Tellers. But if you don’t like him, it

should be for something he' s done other than tell the truth.”
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“Hesaid | wouldn't be a Safe-Keeper!” Fiona burst 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
telling the truth, not telling the future.”

“So then he doesn’t know? | will be a Safe-K eeper 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 always become Safe-K eepers? Like you and
Angeline did, like your mother did, like her mother did—"

“Many times they do. Not always. Think how dull it would be if 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
ale-maker. Or afarrier. Or awoman who raises rabbits in her hutch out back. Y ou might become a Truth-
Teller or—who knows?—the Dream-Maker. Y ou might not want to be a Safe-K eeper after all.”

Fiona picked at her mother’ s sleeve. “Reed can become whatever he wants,” she said. “He' s not a Safe-
Keeper’'s son.”

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

“1 used to worry,” Fionasaid. “When | was little.”
“Worry about what?’
“That you wouldn’t love Reed as much as you loved me. Because he wasn't truly your son.”

“But | do. | love you both exactly the same much,” Damiana said, laughing alittle at her own choice of
words.

Fiona nodded solemnly. “But | didn’t know that. | was little. | thought there was only so much love.”

“Loveislike water from the ocean,” Damiana said. “Y ou cannot empty it dry. Take bucket after bucket
of water out of the Gormeon Sea, and thereis still more water |eft than you could ever use up. That's
what love'slike.”

“And you won't ever send him away? To Wodenderry?’
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Damiana smoothed her hair away again. “Not to Wodenderry or anywhere else,” she said. “ Reed will
only leave hereif he wantsto go.”

Fionaturned to her side and snuggled deeper into the pillow. She wastired, but she wasn't sleepy. She
thought she might lie awake along time, thinking over the events of the day. “It was a very good party,
she said.

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

Damiana stood and carried her candle across the hall to

Reed’ s room, leaving Fiona' s room in darkness. Fiona listened, as she listened every night, to her
mother’ s goodnight interlude with Reed. They talked over the party (his favorite part of the day was
playing ring-toss with Greg) and discussed which of histoys he might play with first in the morning.
Finally, Damiana said, “ Time to sleep, Safe-K eeper’ s son.”

“I"m not sleepy,” he said, as he said every night.

There was amoment’ s silence; Fiona knew her mother had leaned in to press her lips against Reed’s
cheek and forehead. “Y ou’ re sleepy now,” Damiana murmured. “I’m giving you magical sleeping
kisses, all over your face.”

“But I’'m really not tired,” he insisted.

“Ah! Another magical sleeping kiss.”

“Can | come down and sit with you and Thomas and Angeline? If | can't fall asleep?’

“Lie hereawhile, and if you can’t fall asleep in twenty minutes, then you can come downstairs and have
acup of tea. But you' |l be sleepy because—here’ s one more!l—I’ve given you all these magical sleeping
kisses. Good night, Reed.”

“Good night,” he answered through a yawn.

He was, as he aways was, asleep before Damiana was through the door.

Fiona listened 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 eyes and willed

sleep to come, but it would not. Her mind was too busy showing her images from the day: Elminstra’s
laughing face, Thomas' haunted eyes, the sickly Victoria leaning back on the hard cushions of the
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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 stairs, perching on the small landing just where the
stairwell curved, so that she would stay out of sight.

The big room below was filled with not only the noise of conversation but the scents of coffee and
brandy and tobacco. Fiona could always tell when Thomas had come for avisit; he carried aromas that
none of the women of the village brought inside. He was here often enough—every few months—and
would usually stay afew days. Damiana, always serene and cheerful, was even more cheerful whenever
he camein for avisit.

He was the one talking just now.

“Oh, yes, | wasin Thrush Hollow two weeks ago,” he said, his voice slow and sardonic. “Called there
by the village busybody—and a committee of her friends—who wanted me to tell her neighbor what a
filthy pig he was.”

“And was he?’ Angeline inquired.

“Worst sty | ever saw, that a man called a house and not a cow barn,” Thomas said roundly. “Must have
had fifteen dogs, all of them living in the house, as well as a handful of wild boys who seemed as likely
to throw their garbage on the floor astake it out back and burn it. More likely, actually. Y ou never
smelled such astench. And don’t even ask me what the yard and garden looked like. Well, they’ d been
hobbling their horses inside the front gate at night, so you can guess for yourselves.”

“So you told him he lived like an animal,” Angeline prodded.

“Told him he was a disgrace to his family, aswell as a hazard to general health, and that his sons needed
schooling and his animals needed training and that his neighbors had decided, rightly, to send in a
delegation to clean out his place.”

“How did he respond?’

“At first he blustered, then he broke down, talked about his wife dying two years ago and how
everything had slipped out of hishands. So | told him to welcome his neighbors' delegation 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,” Damiana said in a soft voice.

He laughed. “No. Then | told the busybody neighbor lady that she fancied herself a righteous woman,
but there wasn’t a bone of human kindness in her, since she did nothing to aid a man 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
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they were there, apparent, and | was compelled to speak them.”

Fiona could hear the smile in her mother’ s voice. “Never call a Truth-Teller to your house unless you are
not afraid of the truth. For he sees things you would wish never to be discovered.”

“There’' s atruth that came out down by Marring Gross just aweek or so ago,” Thomas said.

Marring Gross was only afew miles from Angeline’'s home of Lowford. “Really?’ asked Angeline.
“What was it?’

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

Fionafelt her eyes widen. Clerics were not supposed to marry and certainly should not have children.
But Angeline' s voice did not sound surprised when she answered. “Oh. Y es. 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 as
the 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 was time to reveal 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?’

“Actually, shedidn’t know,” Angeline said. “But | did.”

“But then—did you let go?’ Thomas asked. “Because suddenly, one day, the knowledge was just 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-K egper, | would know the answer to that.
Some secrets last only until the person who has told them is dead. Some secrets last until the Safe-
Keeper knowsi it istime to repeat them. Some secrets are never revealed.”

“Who killed Anya Haber?" Damiana murmured.

“Exactly!” Angeline exclaimed. “No one has ever answered that question, and I’ m sure the Safe-K eeper
of Thrush Hollow knew the answer before she died. But it was a secret that was meant to be kept.”
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“1 have secrets that should die with me,” Damiana said. “But will they? That’s what | want to know.
How can | make sure they don’'t get freed somehow after I’ m gone?’

“1 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 speak them.”

Angeline yawned. “Well, here' s a secret. I'm exhausted. I’ m going to bed and sleeping for a hundred
hours.”

Damiana sounded amused. “Not with my children in the house. You'll be awake at dawn.”
“Then I'd better start slegping 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 finally tired her out. She closed her eyes and slept.

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

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

“Get dressed. Gome out and play,” he commanded.
“l don't like ring-toss,” she said with a pout.

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

“We never catch fish.”
“But we will today! Or we can go down to Elminstra’ s and see if 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
alternatives 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 asloppy braid. A quick, quiet trip to the kitchen, and
they were on their way before anyone else in the house was adtir.

They decided, after al, to go to the spring, half amile away and icy cold no matter what the season. As
aways, Fionaloped along in arelatively straight line toward the goal, while Reed ranged around her in
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elliptical circles. He ran ahead of her to chase a butterfly, fell behind to study an anthill, tossed aball in
the air and then had to run after it when it did not land where he expected. Occasionally he would loop
back to show her some treasure—a red rock, a broken flower, a captured spider with long, thin legs.
Fionawas the only girl she knew who didn’t mind spiders—or any other bugs, for that matter—so she
inspected the creature closely and then set it free. Reed had already forgotten it, running off again in
pursuit of other diversions.

When they made it 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 slippery with moss, and of
assorted sizes, 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. “And
then I’ll catch al the fish | 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,” Fiona said. She had waded out of the water and was
now sitting on the muddy bank, shredding long pieces of grass with 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 the mines,” he said.

Fionawrinkled her nose. “It seems like hard labor. And dirty.”

“Or | might learn to be a blacksmith. Ned said he’ d take me on some day, if | could ever learn to settle
down.”

Fiona laughed. “Then you'll never be a blacksmith.”
“Or | might go to Wodenderry and meet the king,” he said.

Fionathrew her scraps of grass into the swift-moving water. “1 don’t think it’s so easy to meet the king,”
she said.

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

“And he'll say, ‘Here are the keysto my kingdom!”” Fiona said. “I don’t think so.”
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“He might not think I’'m really his son,” Reed agreed.
“You don’'t have any proof.”
“And Mother and Angeline will never say for sure.”

“Maybe you're not the king's son,” Fiona said. “Maybe you're the king' s brother’ s son. Maybe you're
the king's enemy’ s son. Maybe you’ re the son of nobody in particular, but the king's Safe-K egper stole
you out of the royal 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 she was; it dipped in and out of
the water six times before it finally sank.

Fiona shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me. | don’t need to know.”
“You'renot curious, likel am,” he said, nodding.

She shrugged again. “1 don’t mind secrets.”

That wasn't true, though. It was just that she didn’t mind this particular mystery. Other secrets made her
edgy. Shedidn't like it 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 Fiona and
Reed returned, her mother usually looked tranquil as always, but now and then she looked troubled, a
little grim, as if she had eaten something that made her a bit sick. Fiona didn’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 a nobl€e’ s coach, and she had hidden thisin alittle box at the bottom of her
dresser. She had flirted with Calbert Seston one day out behind the schoolhouse, but he had not seemed
to be aware that she was flirting 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 wasn’t true, her mother had replied, “I love you,” right back to him.
Fiona hadn’t told anyone of that overheard conversation, not even Angeline, not even Reed.

Despite her ability to keep her own counsel, Fiona found that not many people confided in her. The girls
at school did not draw her aside to whisper about the boys they 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 this to her mother, and Damiana had tried hard not to burst out laughing.

“Oh, sweetie,” Damiana had said, hugging her tightly, “it doesn’t work that way. Y ou’'re not a Safe-
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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 feel it. Like the silence that comes after all the crickets and the cicadas have
stopped singing. You will feel it, and everyone else will senseit. But it won't happen for awhile yet, if it
ever does.

Listen to al the music of the world for awhile yet, while you can still sing it back.”

It was only Reed, really, who told her any secrets at all, and they were small ones so far. He'd
accidentally broken the weather vane at Dirk’ s father’ s tavern; on purpose, he and Greg had thrown eggs
at Ned' s blacksmithing barn. Fiona rather disapproved of the egg-throwing incident, but she realized a
Safe-K egper could not be ajudge, so she did not reprimand him. She merely said, “1I’ll never be the one
totell.” It was Greg who confessed to his mother, which got both the boys in trouble, and they had to
spend the whole next weekend cleaning out Ned’ stool 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 came to light. Nonetheless, it showed her the consequences of a secret betrayed, and
so she vowed to guard her own private information—when she had it—with a fierce and unbreakable
reserve. She thought even Thomas could not ask her to do better than that.

Chapter Three

Previous||{Top |[|Next

Thomas and Angeline 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 all the painstaking slowness of an old woman burdened by too much weight and too
many aches. She was trying to pay the driver—who steadfastly refused to take her money—when Fiona
and Reed came running up to throw themselves at her.

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

“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 a hug, 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. Fiona knew that, of al her friends,
Damianaloved Isadorathe best. But then, so many people did.
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“Isadoral | didn’t know we were expecting you,” Damiana said, leaning forward to kiss the older woman
on the cheek.

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

Damiana instantly looked concerned. “Oh no. What’'s wrong?’

| 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 some tea and we'll talk.”

As Fiona moved through the herb garden, she reflected on Isadora’ s sad life. It was said that every
Dream-Maker experienced excessive personal 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
the role 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 |sadora was closest, had given birth to three stillborn children. Parents, siblings, cousins—all
had either turned away from Isadora in anger or been lost to disaster.

But that wasthe life of a Dream-Maker, Fiona knew. Unlike Truth-Tellers and Safe-K egpers, who could
be found throughout the kingdom, only one Dream-Maker lived at any given time. She was almost
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 coins into her hands.

Y oung girls showered her with kisses, hoping her mere presence could make some favored young man
turn to them and fall in love.

Fiona had asked Isadora once why she decided to grant some wishes and not others. | sadora had shaken
her head, and her untidy mass of gray curls had tumbled free fromits pins. “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 process at all.”

Once that was explained, Fiona hadn’t bothered to voice her own most secret wish. She just hugged it to
herself and wondered if the day might arrive when the Dream-Maker’ s presence might make her own
dream come true.
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Reed was out somewhere playing—of course—but Fiona sat at the table like an adult, sipping fresh mint
tea and listening to the two women talk. For awhile, in hushed tones, they discussed |sadora s daughter.

“| do wonder, sometimes, if she'd be better off if | never went back to visit her,” Isadorasaid at last. “It
seems tragedy strikes her most deeply every time I’ m there.”

“That can’t be true,” 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.”

| sadora sighed heavily. Everything about her was heavy, from her shape to her spirits to her voice; and
yet her broad, sad face was the kindest one Fiona had ever seen. “I would not wish the role on anyone
that | loved or hated,” she said. “But | must confess, | am growing weary. In afew years, | will be happy
enough to lay this burden 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 a study in loss. One day she will realize that, even though
she still cries, someone around her isrejoicing. That though she suffers, she has the power to bring joy.
Almost, it will make up to her for her own troubles.”

“What dreams have you had a hand 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’s marvelous!” Damiana exclaimed.

“Hisfather sent me the most beautiful shawl. | would have returned it—because, really, 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 a granddaughter some day.”

“What other dreams?’ Floria asked.

“Oh, awhole range of them. A merchant in Cranfield made an excellent investment with a high return.
A woman in Lowford bore living twins after five stillbirths. A young man in Thrush Hollow was

successful in his courtship— though | truly don’t think | had a hand in that, because he was a very
handsome boy,” Isadora added. “I’ d have accepted him myself if he'd come wooing me!”
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They all laughed. “Haven’t you been in the royal 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 feel
them pressing at 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 rooms at al hours, night or
day, desperate for favors. It is avery exhausting place to be.”

“1 wouldn’t like such a place,” 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.

|sadora nodded. “ And his daughter. From a distance, of course. They were riding through the streetsin a
very formal procession, and there were guards all around them, so | didn’t get a very good look.”

“What was he like?” Damiana asked curiously.

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

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

“Maybe,” Isadora said rather doubtfully.

“Did helook like Reed?’ Fiona asked.

|sadoralaughed. “Not at al. He and his daughter are both dark, though she at least has afair
complexion. Hisis swarthy as afarmer’s.”

“Princess Lirabel,” Damiana said. “What's shelike? Isn’t she all grown up now? Eighteen, at |east?”’

“Twenty,” Isadorareplied. “ She had a more 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 he was. But |
just thought she looked unhappy.”
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“Perhaps her father has arranged an unwelcome marriage for her.” Damiana Guessed.

“1 didn’t hear any talk like that while | was in Wodenderry,” Isadora said. “ The rumor going around was
that she wanted her father to acknowledge her as his heir 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?’ Fiona asked.

The older women exchanged glances. “ They say he doesn’t want a woman on the throne,” |sadora said.
“You know, he married again last year, practically the minute Lirabel’s mother was dead. His new queen
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 were
in town,” commented Damiana. “The new queen.”

“Perhaps | should go back soon,” the Dream-Maker said with atrace of humor, “and introduce myself at
the royal palace. | could live quite alife of luxury while| tried to do afavor for my king.”

“Maybe that’s why you felt compelled to go there after all,” Damiana said. “Maybe in afew months
we'll hear good news from the palace.”

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

“And Reed,” Fiona piped up.

Again, the women exchanged startled glances. “ There' s no proof that Reed isthe king's son,” Damiana
said gently.

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

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

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 a box where | can keep him?”’

|sadora emitted alittle shriek and fell back in her chair, fanning herself with her hand. Fiona hopped up
to get acloser look at the sleek, sinuous body. Damiana smiled faintly.
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“Well, let me just look for abox, and then I'll get dinner on the table,” 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 Fiona felt 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 itsown
dinner of crickets and ladybugs. Damiana moved between them, humming allittle, preparing gallons of
tea, loaves of fresh bread, and platters of cookies, asif she expected company.

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

“Hello, EIminstra, how good to see you,” Isadora replied.

They had only exchanged a few words before the farmer down the road arrived with his two teenaged
daughters, shy and beautiful. Next it was Dirk and his father; 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 hospitality. Though all of these people had, at some
point, come to this very house to seek Damiana’ 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 weather, the conditions of
theroad, last year’ s harvest, next spring’sfair. Most of them brought some kind of small token to press
into Isadora s hand—a glittering crystal stone, a braided leather belt, a pair of embroidered dlippers.
Thoughtful remembrances that said in turn, Keep me in your thoughts. When the power takes hold of you
again, remember me.

It was past midnight before all the guests were gone, and Fiona was yawning over the sink. Reed, who
was not about to go up to bed even if he didn’t feel like being useful, was shuffling and reshuffling a
dog-eared card deck, trying to teach himself atrick. Damiana wiped down the kitchen table one last time
and peered into the big main room.

“1 think they’re all gone, for the moment,” Isadora said.
“Then let me fix up the bed for you,” Damiana said. “Y ou two—go on upstairs. I'll be there in aminute.”

Reed, of course, protested, but without much credibility. Fionawashed her face and went upstairs
without another word. She tried, as always, to listen to the adult conversation transpiring below, but she
was too tired. She fell asleep before her mother had even come upstairs to kiss her good-night.
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Chapter Four
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At first, it seemed like nothing in particular came of I1sadora’ s visit. No one found gold in his back yard
In the week after she'd left; no extraordinary babies were born. Glasses were not miraculously canceled,
so Fiona and Reed trudged out to the schoolhouse every day, kicking their way through the first curled
brown leaves of early autumn. Fiona did not suddenly with atouch of the Dream-Maker’ s hand
understand the intricacies of math; and G albert Seston did not seem to have any greater awareness of
her existence. Her deeper, darker wishes, of course, did not come true—but then, neither did anybody
else's.

Until Madeleine 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
Fiona hadn’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 the ten- to sixteen-
year-olds were taught, and Madeleine was in this classroom, though she was often absent. Many of the
students were. The farmers’ children had duties at planting and harvest times; children from large
families were frequently required to stay home and help their mothers take care of sick siblings or

handle other chores. Damianawas afirm believer in education, and so she rarely succumbed to any
arguments that Fiona or Reed put forward when they tried to convince her that they needed a day 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 alongside her down the road
to home, then continued on toward EIminstra’ s to see if Greg was available to play. EIminstra herself
was seated in the Safe-Keeper’ s kitchen, 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 at all.

“What’ s going on?’ Fiona said, because clearly something was.
Her mother tried asmile. “Hello, sweet girl. How was your day?’
“It was al right. | didn’t do so badly in math. What’ s wrong?’

“Birdie Herbrush died last night. We're talking about what we might do for her family,” Damiana said.
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Fionawas instantly sorry. “Madeleine’ s mother? Oh, the poor thing! Doesn’t she have three little
brothers and sisters? And a father that travels all the time?’

Damiana nodded tightly. ElIminstrasaid, “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 sister’ s thirteen,” Damiana said. “ Old enough to be some help when their father’ s gone.”

Elminstra made a sympathetic noise. “ Still. Four children and no mother. It's got to be a nightmare for
Dale Herbrush.”

“Well, it's adream come true for Madeleine—for all the children in that house,” Damiana said quietly.
“lsadora s visit did some good after all.”

For amoment, no one in the kitchen spoke. Damiana had said the words so calmly that they didn’t
instantly register; and when they did, both Fiona and Elminstra stared at her.

“What do you mean,” Fiona said, “a dream come true?’

But Elminstra had 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. Once in awhile | thought—and
there would be those bruises—but | thought, well, children play. They fall, they get hurt. | suppose this
was a secret you’' ve been keeping a while?’

“Fiveyears,” Damianasaid.

“What secret? What are you talking about?’ Fiona demanded, though she had already 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 this was one of those things she was too young to know. But
her mother looked straight at her and replied.

“Madeleine’ s mother was a violent woman. She would go into rages and beat her children—Madeleine—
al of them,” Damiana said. “And Madeleine was afraid to tell anyone, because her mother had
threatened to do more harm to her brother and sisters if she did. One day Madeleine came home from
school 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.”

Fionafelt her lips trembling as she tried to shape the words. “But she—she told you,” she whispered.

Damiana moved her shoulders in a gesture that might have been a shrug. “ She had to tell someone,” she
said. “And | could keep her secret safe.”
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Elminstralooked up at last. “But you need not keep it any longer? She does not fear the pity they will all
receive when the story istold?’

Damiana shook her head. “ She said she wanted the world to know that her mother was a cruel woman.”

“She had alot of friends here,” Elminstra said hesitantly. “Y ou are the Safe-Keeper, of course, but will
everyone believe you?’

Damiana smiled somewhat grimly. “1f they do not, | will call Thomas to town. No one disputes him.”

Fiona had listened to these last few exchangesin silence, feeling like her head was about to burst open.
“But how could you!” she finally 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,” Damiana said, still in that gentle voice. “1 know secrets that are worse than this one.”
“But you—but you—but things like that should be told!”

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

Fiona shook her head. Inside, it felt like her brain was buzzing with a convocation of angry bees. “But
surely Madeleine came to you because she thought you could help her—”

Elminstralooked over at her. “It was ahelp. You don’'t know it yet, but sometimes the weight of
knowledge is almost too much to bear. Sharing it with one other living soul is enough to ease your
burden. Even if no one else ever learns of it. Even if nothing changes.”

Fiona shook her head again, more violently, but she could not dislodge the bees. “1 don’t understand,”
she said fiercely. “How could you not have done anything to help her?’

“Fiona—" 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 see if 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
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was still hot enough, this early in the season, to make the notion of wading in cold water seem pleasant,
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 usually 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 fall apart.

Reed came looking 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 his arm around her
waist.

They sat there afew momentsin silence, and the only thing in the whole world that seemed to have
direction or motion was the creek before them. Asarule, Reed was not formed for quiet, but on rare

occasions, when the situation demanded, he could sit still as a cat watching an unwary bird. That was
how he sat now while Fiona continued to watch the water.

Finally she sighed and stirred. His arm tightened briefly, and then he released her. He pulled his
Kirrenberry whistle out of his pocket and began blowing silent melodies into the hushed twilight.

“1 couldn’t have kept a secret like that,” Fiona said at last.

Reed held the whistle up to his eye and peered down it as if wondering what obstruction kept its voice
silent. “You didn't have to,” he said. “It wasn't told to you.”

“But someday, when I'm a Safe-K eeper, someone will tell me astory like that. | don’t know what 1’1l
do.”

“You don’'t have to be a Safe-Keeper,” he said.
“But | want to be.”

He shrugged and put the whistle away. Finding a handful of round stones, he dropped them one by one
into the racing current. “Then you' |l learn the way of it. Someday. But there' s no reason you have to
start practicing now.”

“What if I'm never good enough?’ she asked, not looking at him.
He balanced a bigger rock on his head a moment, then jerked forward with enough force that 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 understands iron.”
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“It’ s not 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. “I don’t see why not,” he said. “It’ sjust finding out what you' re good at. Most
people don’t know that when they’re ten years old.”

“All you're good at is throwing rocks,” she said irritably.

He grinned over at her. His eyes were a freckled 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, “is what some of
the other secrets are.”

“You can't ask that!”

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

“l don’'t know. Maybe.”

“Or maybe they know that—that—L acey stole a diamond ring from Elminstra’ s house.”
“Elminstra doesn’'t have any diamond rings.”

“WEell, she doesn’t now,” Reed said.

Fiona couldn’t keep herself from laughing. “Maybe they know where old Josh keeps his still.”
“Maybe they know about people who'’ ve been murdered”

“No! That'sterrible!”

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

For amoment, Fiona heard the echo of her mother’ s voice. Who killed Anya Haber? “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 a cup of poison.”
Fiona glanced over her shoulder. “Maybe,” she breathed, “they helped bury the bodies.”
Reed leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Maybe,” he said, “there’ s one buried in our root cellar.”
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Fiona shrieked and covered her ears, but now she was laughing. “No! | won't be able to slegp tonight!”
“Fi-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, Fiona was under the covers with one candle still lit when Damiana came in to tuck her into
bed. Her mother sat on the edge of the mattress and brushed her blond hair back, as always.

“So are you still upset with me?” her mother asked.

Fiona stared up at her, trying to read secrets on the smooth, composed face. She wondered if thiswas
why Damiana always 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 a part to play,” her mother said. “Bart Seston raises cattle, the butcher slaughters them
so we can have food. A midwife brings people into the world, an undertaker buries them when they die.
Life is good sometimes, hard sometimes, bad sometimes, and good again.”

“1 don’t always understand your part,” Fiona said.

“1 am the voice that says ‘| know’ when someone tells me ‘ Thisis too hard for me to hold on to by
myself.” | am the soul who reminds other souls that they are not alone. | cannot bring them solutions, |
cannot make their troubles disappear, | can only say that | hear them and | understand. Sometimes that’s
enough.”

“Sometimesit’snot,” Fiona said.

“Sometimesit’snot,” her mother agreed. “And then they look for help from someone other than me.”
“You said you knew other secrets, even ones worse than Madeleine's.”

Damianawas quiet for amoment. “One or two,” she said at last.

Fiona shook her head against 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 on
toin silence. And then | tell Angeline. Or the Safe-Keeper in Thrush Hollow. Someone else who
understands silence.”
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“You can't tell Thomas, though.”
“Thomasisthelast one | would tell.”
“It’ s strange that the two of you would be friends, then.”

Damiana smiled. “Ah, but Thomas is my mirror image, don’t you see? Or perhaps it is stronger than
that. He brings light where | create darkness. He gets to say aloud all the things | have kept to myself.
When the time for secretsis past, and the time for truth has arrived.”

Fionaturned on her side and folded her hands together under her chin. “I think it would be hard,” she
said. “To hide the truth or to tell it. It would be so hard.”

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

Chapter Five

Previous||{Top |[|Next

That fall, Fiona s greatest secret was that she was desperately in love with Galbert Seston. He was two
years older than she was, a swaggering, honey-blond farmer’s son with an angular face and the well-
developed 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 EImore when she asked him a question in 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 schoolhouse 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 that
they were destined to marry. Megan’ s father owned a slaughterhouse 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 sitting near her, familiar with him through years of family dealing and somewhat blinded
to his magnetism. But she knew all the other girls adored him, and so she wanted him, and made sure to
touch his arm or address him directly at least once a day, even when he appeared to be ignoring her.

Fionatold 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 his face to the stance of
his body. She would grin to herself when he made some obscure comment that no one else in the room,
not even Miss Elmore, understood, because she had understood it; it had seemed clever to her. She knew
his wardrobe by heart. She could often guess, half an hour before he arrived at school in the morning,
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whether he would be wearing his blue shirt or the plain cotton white one with the tiny tear by the collar.
She could distinguish his voice in any group, no matter how many were talking at once or how far down
the road they might be. His laugh 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. His father’s farm—which Cal,
an only child, would inherit—was situated just outside of town on the northern edge. It was private
enough for someone who wanted to consult with a Safe-Keeper, 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, “I cannot pay you. | have nothing to give.”
And since farming was a job that took a man’s time, often from sunup till sundown, Fionawould be
alone enough to make visitors feel 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 older—eighteen and sixteen, perhaps
—Dbefore she let him know how much she loved him and how well suited they were. But then she
worried that some other girl might snatch him up first—Megan Henshaw, most likely, because all you
had to do was look at her smooth, scheming face and know that she was already planning her wedding
down to the last fall of lace. Therefore, most of the time Fiona thought she should tell him now, as soon
as she could, so he realized where his future lay and began to prepare for it. Even so, she might not have
approached him that day in late autumn except that circumstances combined to put them alone together
for afew moments, and Fiona seized the opportunity when she had it.

It had not, on the face of it, been a propitious day. Cal had arrived late that morning, sauntering in with a
little half-sneer on his face, nodding in acknowledgment when his friends greeted him with whistles and
cheers. Miss EImore, who had been outlining a mathematical problem to the ten-and eleven-year-olds,
did not at first respond to his arrival, just finished her long explanation. Fiona reacted, though; her breath
caught slightly 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 a laughing comment
to his admirers.

Miss Elmore was still talking. “Very well. | want you to solve the problems I’ ve written on the board.
No talking to each other, mind, and no cheating! Calbert,” she said, almost with no change in inflection
and turning casually in his direction, “what was the crisis 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?’ Cal asked outrageously, drawling the words. “ Stupid rooster. It doesn’t seem to know
morning from night anymore.”
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“Blaming afarm animal. That doesn’t seem right,” Miss Elmore replied. “I think you need to take alittle
more responsibility for your own actions.”

“Well, I'm responsible for feeding him. Maybe if | let him go hungry afew mornings he'll wake up a
little faster.”

The boys sitting around him laughed. Fiona smiled. Miss Elmore was not amused.

“Maybeif | let you sit inside for afew lunch periods you' |l learn how to get here alittle faster,” she said.
Calbert scowled. “I’m not staying in at lunch.”

Miss Elmore shrugged. “ Or you can stay an hour after class for three days. Y our choice.”

Cal couldn’t stay after class, and everyone knew it, since his father required him to be home in timeto
help with evening chores. Cal’ s father actually wasn't entirely sure an education was what his boy
needed, and public opinion pretty much assumed that Cal stayed in school only to spite hisfather. At
times like these, Fiona worried that Miss EImore’s strictness might make Cal decide that working full
time on the farm was better than spending half hislifein class.

But Cal was too imperturbable to let on if Miss EImore had bested him. He shrugged and settled back
more comfortably in hischair. “Fine. I'll sit in 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 aroyal scribe in Wodenderry.”

Fiona half listened to the story Miss EImore 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 surreptitiously
show him her paper and he could indicate her success by a smile or afrown. But she was 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
Elmore’ s voice.

Once the reading was over, the entire classroom turned to history and geography, and then they were all
given writ-ing assignments modulated by grade. L unchtime couldn’t come fast enough after that, and
they all spilled out into the dirt clearing that served as their play area when they weren’t trapped inside.

Fionatook her lunch with a couple of the girlsin her class, eating the bread and cheese and appl e 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 his friends. She could
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always hear them thrashing about in the woods nearby, or yodeling out insults, or throwing things that
might not have done much damage but always generated a great deal of noise.

Today she had just finished her meal when Reed materialized beside her, along red scratch weeping
blood along his forearm. “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 Elmore probably does,” she said. “I'll go ask.”

“That doesn’t look like a branch mark. That looks like you got caught on athorn,” Fiona heard one of
the other girls say.

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

Fionadidn't hear what the other girls replied because she was already inside the schoolhouse. A few
steps down the hall and she was turning into the upper-grade room.

Where Miss EImore was nhowhere to be found, but Cal Seston was making his presence felt.

He was standing on a chair in front of the blackboard, drawing naughty picturesin chalk. 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 be the old witch,” he said.

Fiona studied the illustrations, mostly crude images of naked women. The subject matter didn’t offend
her, but she wished he’d shown alittle more artistic ability. This must be the first thing she’d come
across that Cal wasn't good at. “ She'll know you' re the one who did it,” was all she said.

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

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

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

He hopped down from the chair and was standing so close to her she could smell the soap and sweat on
his body. “ She didn’t bother to tell me. What do you want her for?’
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Reed’ s cut was not deep and he rarely bothered to stop for small wounds, anyway. Fiona doubted he was
even still waiting for her to return to the playfield. “Oh—I had a question for her. But I’ d rather talk to
you,” she said in arush.

He folded his arms and leaned back against the board. “Me! I’m not good at answering questions.”

She smiled at him. “Not a math question or a history question, silly. | just wanted to know if you'd ever
—if you thought—if you realized—I think you and | were meant to be together.”

It took a moment for him to digest the words; she watched his face change as he understood and
considered them. “What do you mean, together?’” he asked presently. “Like, you want me to kiss you?
Go to the festivals with you? Stuff like that?”’

“That would be fun,” 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 a moment of blank silence, and then he hooted with laughter. “I’m not going to marry you!”
he exclaimed.

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

“Not ever!” he brokein. “You're abastard child! No oneis going 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 really wanted, but | wouldn't
court you for real. Nobody will. Y ou don’t have afather or aname. Or enough of aface to make up for
it.”

Fiona stared at him and could not speak.

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

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, allowing 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 unreliability of her hearing she could not be sure.

“She thought | might want to marry her,” Cal said from behind her. So someone else 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—

“l heard her,” said aquiet voice.
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Fiona opened her eyes. Reed. She did not turn around.

“You'reabrat and a nuisance, but at least you've got royal blood in you. A man doesn’t mind talking to
you,” Cal said. “But she'sloony. And she's never going to get a husband, let alone me.”

Reed’ s voice was soft, easy, the voice he used when he was fishing in earnest and didn’t want to startle
away his prospects. “My mom’ s friends with the witch down the road,” he said. “Elminstra? Y ou know
her?’

“She’sloony, too,” Cal 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.

There was amoment’ s silence.
“l didn’'t do anything,” Cal 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 Elminstra, and more besides,” said Reed. “I’ll put one in your milk one day, and
spread one on your chair another day. I’ [l spill one on your head when you'’ re walking home from school
and I’m sitting up in atree hanging over the road. 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’s farm and die.”

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

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

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

She was crying by the time they got to the hallway, 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. All of the
other children were out back, so they sat together on the porch, Reed with his arm around Fiona, Fiona
sobbing wretchedly.

file:///K |/eMul e/Incoming/Sharon%20Shinn%20-%20The%20Saf ek eepers¥20Secret.html (47 of 135)28-12-2006 21:36:26



Shinn, Sharon - The SafeK eepers Secret

“He said—he said—" she choked out and his arm tightened.
“1 heard him,” Reed replied.

“Why would anybody be so mean?’ she wailed.

“Cal Seston’sarat and abully. Everybody knowsiit. Everybody but all the girls,” he added somewhat

bitterly.

“But why would he say those things?’

“Because he likes to hurt people. Because he thinks it’s funny.”

“I’m so embarrassed,” she moaned.

“Hewon't tell anybody.”

“He will.”

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

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

Fionalifted 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. “1 won't,” he said. “Not aword.”

And he never did.

Chapter Six
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They were all together again for Wintermoon, Angeline arriving in company with Thomas, and Isadora
brought to the Safe-K eegper’ s cottage by a Cranfield merchant who had been only too happy to do a
favor 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 days in 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 Fiona had
suggested they make kirren-berry tarts as well.

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

Damiana choked and started laughing. “Make him some kirrenberry tea and seeif he drinksit,” she said
through her laughter. “It would have the same effect.”

But of course Fionadidn't.

Everyone arrived at once, Angeline and Thomas from the west, | sadora from the east, and they all
hurried into the house to get warm. Everyone was loaded down with bundles—clothes for afew days
stay, of course, aswell as the traditional gifts of the holiday—and all the travelers carried inside with
them the sweet, clean scent of winter.

“My, | don’'t remember awinter so cold in at least ten years,” |sadora exclaimed. “Poor Helwick, he'd
loaded up his wagon with hot bricks for my feet, and he kept asking me if | was warm enough, but of
course | wasn't. | finally snapped at him, ‘Well, it would be a dream come true if the whole cart caught
fireright now and | could get warm all 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 Angeline.

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

“But at least it would be pretty,” Damiana said.
“Till the horses churned it up and your kids mucked it up and it melted and froze a few more times—"
“He' sin afine mood,” Damiana observed to her sister. “Was he like this the whole way from Lowford?’

Angeline grinned. “He doesn’t like the cold.”
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“Well, it swarm inside,” Damiana said. “ Everybody get your things settled in. Fionaand | will put
dinner on the table.”

Since the six of them had celebrated Wintermoon together for as long as Fiona could remember,
everyone knew exactly where their bundles belonged. Reed had already been moved to Fiona' s room, to
sleep on amat on the floor; Angeline would sleep in his bed. |sadora, who claimed she could not climb
stairs of any kind, would sleep on the sofa in the main room. Thomas would stow his gear in Damiana' s
own room, as he always did. The house would be full, but merry.

After the meal, which was delicious, they gathered in the main room to begin decorating the house.
Fiona and 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 all back to make a huge pile in the middle of the main room. They would weave al 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 wreath 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’s wedding gown—that’ s
for hope,” Angeline said, dropping her contribution into the pile.

“Red ribbon from Fiona s winter dress—that’ s for merriment,” said Damiana.

“Gold thread for riches,” said Isadora.

“Blue silk for summer,” said Fiona.

Thomas, who did most of the work of binding and hanging the branches, rarely had actual 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 revelations less than appealing,” Thomas said with alittle smile.
“He said | should always wear these wrapped like a collar around my neck, so that everyone could hear

me coming and prepare.”

Damiana and Angeline laughed at that, though Fiona didn’t think it was so funny. Who would want to
be the kind of person whose arrival made everyone apprehensive?

“What shall they represent?’ Angeline asked.

Thomas raised his eyebrows at that, as if the answer “truth” was so obvious that he didn’t need to state
it. But Damianatook hold of the long string of bells and shook them to a sweet frenzy. “L et them stand
for celebration,” she said, and they all agreed.
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Reed, who rarely had the patience to sit at the hearth and plait tree limbs together, had been outside in
the cold dark since directly after dinner. But now he came bursting through the front door, bringing
starlight and frost in with him.

“Reed! Close the door!” |sadora begged.

It lammed behind him as he came bounding up to the five of them seated on the floor. “1 found it!” he
panted.

Fiona and the others looked 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 a ragged, abandoned urchin. But his green
eyes were alight with excitement, and he could not have looked happier. “Found what?” Angeline and
Damiana asked together.

But Fiona knew. “Oh, Reed, did you?’ she exclaimed, jumping to her feet. “Let me see.”

He carefully unwrapped alength of blue cotton while the adults came to their feet and drew close
enough to see. There, coiled in five thin circles, was a length of truelove vine, its flat, heart-shaped
leaves still red from the onslaught of autumn.

“Elminstratold me she's only 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.”

Damiana picked it delicately from his hands, and it twined around her wrist and fingers like alive thing.
“l 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?”’

“1’ll take some down to Elminstra and ask her,” Fiona suggested.

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

“I"ll go, too,” Reed said.

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

“We can't bind it into the wreaths until we know what it’s for,” Isadora said.
“We can finish the wreaths tomorrow,” said Damiana

But Fiona had already sighed and headed toward the doorway, where they kept their winter bootsin a
somewhat muddy box. “Oh, very well, we'll go now. But | want very hot teaand a very large piece of
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cake when | 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 Elminstra’s. It was so cold that Fiona could feel the inside of her nose freeze;
her throat filled with icicles when she breathed. Reed raced ahead of her and then ran back to make sure
she was not stumbling in the frozen ruts of the road. Her fingerstingled with cold. Within five minutes,
she could no longer feel her toes.

But it was not far to EIminstra’s, and soon enough they were pounding on her door and tumbling inside.
All was chaos at the witch’s house, for it was filled with EIminstra s children and grandchildren and
what might have been half a dozen 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 all
stages of weaving.

“Bless you, children, what are you doing out on such a night?’ EIminstra demanded. “Y our mother—is
something wrong?’

“No, we have a Wintermoon gift for you—" Fiona started.
“And a question to ask,” Reed finished.

“Take off your coats, then. Though | can’t imagine what question... Do you want tea or 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 come to ask me?’ Elminstra said.

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

Elminstra 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!” Elminstra exclaimed.
“Wherever did you get it? And fresh picked, too, because it’s still springy and bright.”

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

Elminstralifted it reverently from its black bed and let the curling vine insinuate itself between her
fingers. “Heart’ s desire,” she said, alittle absently. “It means something different for everyone.”
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Fionawas a little disappointed in the answer, though she supposed it made sense. She had been hoping
for something more grand from something deemed so precious. True love, for instance; shouldn’t that be
what was conferred by a vine with such aname?“I’ll tell my mother,” she said.

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

“No wonder he just keeps growing,” EIminstra said. “He just keeps eating. Reed, thank you so much for
the truelove. It was kind of you to think of me.”

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

Elminstra laughed 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 come to mind.”

“Gome on,” he said to Fiona. “Let’s go home and finish the wreaths.”

In fact, it was another two days before the wreaths were finished, since they kept taking breaks to do
other things. Thomas insisted on chopping two months’ worth of wood to stack up behind the house,
though Damiana said she was perfectly capable 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 years old and I’'m here,”
Thomas replied.

The women went visiting, taking bread and baked treats to friends and neighbors, and entertained others
who dropped by the Safe-Keeper’ s house. Fiona went 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 beneath, so cold that it hurt
their mouths to take a swallow. They always drank from it anyway, then shrieked with pain and delight.

On Wintermoon night itself, thev ate afeast of a dinner and drank two bottles of wine. Fiona and Reed
were allowed 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 rare treat,
though. Angeline grew silly, and Isadoralaughed asif she didn’t have a single care. Thomas became
much more mellow, his voice losing its sarcastic edge and his eyes their haunted shadows. Damiana did
not seem to change at all, merely smiling at them all asif she loved them with her entire heart. But she
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aways did that.

After the meal, 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 a fierce blaze going that they
would feed till dawn. Reed and Fiona climbed a nearby tree so that they could gaze some distance up
and down the road and spot similar firesin EIminstra’ s yard and other houses even farther away.

When the fire had burned a good hour or two, Thomas went into the house and came out bearing the big
wreath that had hung over the fireplace for the past two days. It was bound with all their most precious
mementos—the strand of truelove, Thomas's bells, Angeline’ s lace—and carried with it all their hopes
and dreams for the new year.

“Put it on the fire, then,” Damiana said, and he tossed it on the very top of the blaze. It seemed to Fiona
that for a moment there was a circle of concentrated fire within the random tongues of flame, and then
the wreath seemed to crumple and disappear.

“May we have al we hoped for,” Angeline said. “May we have happiness and health and love and well-
being all of next year.”

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

Damiana said nothing, just poked at the fire with the end of athin, blackened stick. Fiona was to
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 Damiana had lifted her voice that night, would happiness have visited them a sixth year
aswell? Or had she remained silent because she already knew the truth and had determined to keep it a
secret? The fire 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
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Chapter Seven

Previous||[Top [|Next

The year she was fifteen, Fiona spent much of her time learning herb lore at EIminstra’ s house. She had
never wavered in her desire to be a Safe-

Keeper, but her mother had convinced her that it was a good idea to have a steady source of income
besides.

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

Y ou're so good in the garden.”

Fiona did, indeed, enjoy the herb work, the medicinal and sometimes almost magical properties that
could be found in seed and root and petal. And she enjoyed her time with EIminstra, who was always so
open and friendly, and whose house was aways filled with other people.

While Fionalearned herb lore, Reed tried various apprenticeships in the village. But he was too restless
to 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 woodmaking, said the carpenter,
but at any minute he would lay down his chisel or lathe and go dashing out into the street when he
thought of a more interesting engagement.

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

Indeed, Fiona could have told any of these potential masters that Reed’ s sense of time and urgency were
both dictated by adventurous possibilities: You must come to the forest with me this minute, to see the
moon/lowers opening up... The fish will only bite at dawn—wake up now! ... Fiona, why are you so
slow? Thefireflies are just coming out. Tasks that could keep, skills that could be learned over a period
of time, those were not things that would hold Reed’ sinterest for long.

“1 don’t think he'll be abrewer or a carpenter or a blacksmith or afarmer or anything you've
envisioned,” Thomas told Damiana at the beginning oi the summer. Fiona was supposed to be making
dinner, but instead was eavesdropping on the conversation as they sat in the main room and sipped tea.
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Hisarrival had come as a surprise to Fiona, though Damiana had greeted him asif they had planned this
visit along time ago.

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

“l am sure it has crossed his mind. It'savery lively mind he has, and everything crosses it at sometime
or another.”

Fiona could attest to that. She could aso have corroborated Thomas' s speculation. Reed had talked
about going to the royal 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 a boat, or bundling up all
his belongings in a bag and walking across the entire world. It was hard to know what might seriously
catch his fancy.

“Well, we'll seeif he likes the merchant life,” Damiana said. “And after that—well, we'll just see.”

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

“1’d like you both to go spend the summer in Lowford with Angeline,” Damiana said. “Reed, I've
arranged for you to spend a few months working with Robert Baylissin his trading business. He's
looking forward to teaching you what he knows and I’ d like you to be a great help to him if you can.
Fiona, Angeline s neighbor Kate is an herbalist like EIminstra, but she cultivates avariety of plants there
in the wetter region that Elminstra can’t grow here. | think you’ll both learn agreat deal.”

“Marvelous! When do we go?’ Reed demanded, but Fiona just stared at her mother.
“But—Ieave you alone al summer—we can’t do that,” she said.

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

“I’ll keep you company,” Fiona said. “Reed can go thisyear and I’ [l go next year.”
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“Oh, I think it will be much less disruptive to everybody if you both go,” Damiana said, her gaze
flicking from Fionato Reed and back again. “Y our aunt isn’t used to having someone in the house
who's as high-spirited as Reed. Y ou can help her... contain him.”

Reed burst out laughing, and Fiona managed a little smile. It was true that Fiona was the only one who
was ever able to instill a sense of direction or purpose in her brother, and he would always do what she
asked, even if he didn't like the task. Fiona might be able to keep him more focused on his merchant
apprenticeship than either Robert Bayliss or Angeline. Perhaps this whole trip had been planned for
Reed’ s benefit, and Fiona s true role was to help him along. In which case she could not really protest.

“But | hate the idea of leaving you,” she said.

“And I’ll missyou,” Damiana said. “But think what fun you'll have! Angelineis 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!” Fiona exclaimed, staring at her mother again.

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

“Or the day after,” Damiana amended. “Y ou might need that much time to get used to the idea.”

But Fiona still wasn't quite used to the idea when, two days later, they loaded up Thomas' s wagon and
headed west to Lowford. Damiana had hugged all three of them good-bye and stood at the gate waving
gally asthey departed, but Fiona couldn’t feel excited about the adventure. Well, she didn’t much like
adventure anyway. She was always willing 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 herself from crying.

The trip itself was monotonous, and Fiona’ s sadness eventually gave way to boredom. They stopped
three or four times to eat and stretch their bones, and pulled into Lowford alittle after the noon hour.
Angeline lived 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. Fiona and 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 as big as Tambleham and a
crossroads as well; there was much more going on here than in her own sleepy 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 Fiona and one around Reed, she
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looked up at Thomas with asmile. “Are you staying for dinner? There's plenty.”

He smiled back. “1 think Fiona at least is tired of my company,” he said. “But I’ l| be by from timeto
time to check on them and take reports back to Tambleham.”

“Good,” Angeline said. “Y ou’' re welcome any time.”
“Rarewords for aTruth-Teller,” he commented, and they both laughed.

“Good-bye, then,” she said. “Now, my magnificent niece and my adorable nephew, come inside and
have dinner. See how happy | am to have you for a whole summer!”

Despite the fact that she missed her mother a great deal, Fionareadly did have awonderful summer.
Angeline sfriend Kate was thin, tall, 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 this flower or that herb and rattle off
adescription of its properties and how it could best be used to cure fever or heartache. They spent hours
in her greenhouse, something that Fiona had never seen before. It was constructed carefully of glass and
metal and designed to create an indoor climate that was more favorable to certain species than the
outdoor one. Inside its transparent 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 glass jars full 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 a meal.

Kate' s visitors were many and various, and they all treated the tall woman asif she were avisionary
who might at any moment start speaking in an unintelligible tongue. But Fionafelt right at home with
her in a matter of days. There was no subterfuge with Kate, no hidden meaning behind her plain words.
She might not speak concisely or always to the point, but she never wasted time on subjects that did not
matter. And Fiona learned more than she had ever thought possible.

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

“It was just more logging of entries,” he would say. “Nothing new.” Or, “We walked around the
warehouse and looked at the bins. Can | have more potatoes?’ Or, “Did you know Robert owns fifty
horses and twenty wagons? Fifty horses! The ostlers along the southern route keep stable stalls just for
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him.

But if asked, he would say he was having a splendid time and that the merchant life might be the one for
him after all. Fiona doubted it, but she was glad to hear that he was at least paying attention and
managing to do more than simply be a distraction to the other workers while he was sup-

Robert Bayliss, in fact, seemed to have taken to Reed with all the fondness of an indulgent uncle. “I do
enjoy that boy,” he told Angeline and Fiona one night over dinner. Angeline had invited both Robert and
hiswife, Victoria, to join them for the evening meal, and Thomas had arrived unexpectedly. It was quite
aconvivial gathering, for Thomas had brought letters from Damiana and Robert had brought wine.

“He' s so full of energy. Nothing slows him down, nothing stops him. Give him a problem and he'll tease
a it till he solvesit.”

“Or forgets about it,” Fionasaid alittle dryly.
Reed grinned. “I’ ve been concentrating.”

“It’s hard to be ayoung lad and have to sit still al day, learning dull facts about shipping lanes and
freighting weights,” Robert said with asmile. “I try to give him some variety.”

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

“ And nothing ever bores him,” Robert said. “And all my managers like 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,” Fiona said with alittle frown.

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

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

Victoria, who had said very little during dinner, now touched a cloth napkin to her lips. “ Angeline, such
alovely meal. Y ou are so accomplished in al the domestic skills,” she said in afaint voice. “But | find—
I’m alittle tired. Gould | go sit in aquiet room somewhere for afew moments?’

Robert was instantly on his feet, bending over her and looking concerned. “Would you like to go home?
I’ll bring around the carriage.”
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She gave him awan smile. “Oh, no. | need to collect my strength before | try to make the journey.”

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

“Oh, most excellent. Thank you so much. Robert, you sit here and talk with the others. Angeline will see
to me.”

They were scarcely out the kitchen door before Reed leaped to hisfeet. “Thomas! | forgot! Gome see
my new riding wheel. Robert gave it to me and it’ s the most amazing thing.”

With anod at the ovher two, Thomas stood up. “Yes, you must display your proficiency to me so | can
go home and tell your mother how accomplished you are.”

That quickly, the room emptied out, and Fiona was | eft alone with Robert, to whom she had never said a
word in private in her life. “Would you like something else to eat?’ she asked, deciding to play the role
of hostess in order to make conversation. “Or | could make some tea. There' s cake, too, when everybody
comes back.”

Robert smiled at her. He really seemed like a gentle man, she thought, and most agreeable. She was
sorry for him, shackled to such a difficult wife. “ Thank you, but | think I’ [I wait for that cake,” he said.
“Your aunt is quite the baker. | would grow fat if | lived in her house.”

Fionalaughed. “I 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 wants to.”

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

“You don’'t have any children?’

He shook his head. “No. | always thought—I always wanted—if the Dream-Maker were here right now,
I’d tell her, ‘Give me children! And, more specifically, give me ason.”” He laughed alittle, asif to
soften the demand, but Fiona could hear the deep wistfulnessin his voice. “But even she can't help me
out, I'm afraid.”

“So why 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.”
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Fiona gentled her voice even more. “Some miscarriages, then?’

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

“But if you had always wanted a son, and you knew she wastoo frail to have children—" Fiona began.
She could tell she was being indelicate, but it simply didn’t make sense to 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 healthy 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 always loved her very much. | have had a very good
life. It isjust this one thing | would change about it if | could. | knew when | married her that she could
not have children, and | married her still, for love.”

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

“1 think you' re aman who is not so very old,” Fionasaid in akind voice. “ Someday the world may
change, and you will find yourself afather after all.”

Robert smiled again. “But | cannot wish for the changes that would make such athing possible. Which
iIswhy | need Isadoral To give me all the wishes of my heart at once.”

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

“1 only have one or two,” Fiona said.

Thomas took his seat again and studied her. “Given time,” he said, “you will think of more.”
Reed came knocking through the door again. “Robert!

You didn’t come out and see me on the riding wheel! I’ ve gotten so much better.”

Robert came instantly to hisfeet. “Well, then, I’ [| come watch you for amoment or two.” He smiled
down at Fiona. “Y ou won't let your aunt serve cake without me, will you?”’
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“Wewon't even cut it till you're back,” she promised.

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

He grinned. “I could make it myself if | wanted it,” he said, stretching out hislong legs. “Y ou don’t have
to wait on me.”

She shrugged and made no more effort at conversation.
“S0, are you enjoying your summer with Angeline?’ he asked.

“Yes, and the days | spend with Kate. I’ ve learned so much, | think | could be the village witch if |
wanted.”

He tilted his head to one side, studying her with his dark eyes. “Maybe,” he said in amusing voice. “But
| don’t see that as the truth of your future.”

“But then, you’ ve never seen the—the ‘truth of my future’ with any great skill,” she said.
He grinned again. “I still say you'll never be a Safe-K eeper.”
“1 still say you' re wrong.”

He reached out a hand to toy with a knife 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 candlelight. “A flaw in a Safe-Keeper, yes. A flaw inan
ordinary human being? Hardly.”

“1 admit there are things my mother knows that trouble me. But perhaps if they had been whispered to
me in confidence, | would understand them better.”

“Tell me,” hesaid. “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 be the village witch, either. It's much the same thing. Elminstra knows at least half of
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your mother’s secrets, and not because your mother repeated them.”

“1 would go to Wodenderry and sew for the queen,” she said at random, laughing alittle. “I would learn
to train horsesto perform in traveling shows. | would sail a boat across the Gormeon Sea and trade for
richesin foreign lands.”

“You could do any of those things,” 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 one who wants
assorted adventuresis my brother.”

“He’ s not your brother,” Thomas said in a silky-soft voice.
Fiona stared at him. “He' s—what?’
“He’ s not your brother.”

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

We believe the same things. He's my 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 a single time when I’ ve been glad of athing you said,”
she told him. She strode from the room and through the kitchen door to the back yard where Reed was
demonstrating his talent on the wheel. It was a big spoked circle surmounted by a small seat and
propelled by pedals, and Reed was following a wobbly 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?’

“Wonderful,” she called. “Can you go faster?’

Of course he could not resist the challenge, and of course he tumbled over almost immediately. Robert
cried out in alarm, but Fionawas laughing. Reed, when he scrambled to his feet, was laughing, too.

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

“Well, you're the best worker I’ ve ever had,” the older man said.
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Angeline poked her head out the door. “Doesn’t anyone want cake? It’'s chocolate and I’ m ready to serve
it now.”

“ She made chocolate for me because it’s my favorite,” Reed told Robert as they all immediately turned
back for the house.

“Maybe she made it for me. It's my favorite,” Robert replied.
“It'severybody’ s favorite,” Fiona said, dlipping inside ahead of both of them. “Y ou’re not so specia.”

They ate quite merrily, all of them—or at least Fiona— managing to forget there was an invalid in the
house. But as soon as Robert had finished his piece, he laid down his fork and stood up.

“Time for meto get Victoriahome,” he said. “It’ s been along day for her. Angeline, as always, you
have been the most gracious hostess. | have so much enjoyed this evening with you and your charming
guests.”

Angeline offered to help him guide Victoria to the coach, and Thomas offered to hold the horses, so
Reed and Fiona were |eft to clean up the dishes and sneak another piece of cake. Reed wasin an
exuberant mood, and as he worked, he talked almost nonstop about Robert and the job and the riding
wheel and Thomas and how much he was enjoying this summer in Lowford. Fiona listened and nodded
and agreed with al of it except the praise offered to Thomas, though she didn’t bother telling Reed how
much she didliked the Truth-Teller. It was her own secret, after all, and despite what anyone else might
think, she was good at keeping things to herself.

Chapter Eight

Previous||{Top [|Next

Later in the season, about a week before Fiona and Reed were planning to return home, Isadora and
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 also being present. She supposed | sadora and Thomas often visited
Angeline when they came to 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
witness them and participate.

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

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

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

He shook his head.

“lI am,” Angeline said rather quickly. “I want to visit my sister for awhile.”

|sadora nodded. “Well, I'll be by before Wintermoon if | can. But certainly I' [l be there for the holiday.”
“Where have your travels taken you recently?’ Angeline asked.

|sadoralooked sorrowful for amoment. “Oh, | was just at my daughter’sin Thrush Hollow for the week.
Her husband has fallen sick with alung ailment. 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.
She tries hard not to blame me for all her troubles, but sometimes | think—well, | won’t be going back
there for awhile. It might be easier on all of us.”

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

They all smiled alittle at that. “Well, of course you’ ve heard the splendid news,” Isadorasaid. “I wasin
the royal city about ten months ago and just this week the young queen had a baby boy! Y ou can
imagine the celebration they’ re planning.”

“Unfortunately, the baby is not the king's,” Thomas said coolly.

Angeline and I sadora exclaimed aloud at this. Fiona merely looked at him with narrowed eyes. “Y ou
can’t be serious!” Angeline said. “ Surely the queen wouldn’t—I mean, every eye is upon her—"

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

Thomas shrugged. “1 tell the truth asit makes itself known to me—and | doubt I'm the only Truth-Teller
to know this fact. There may be a Safe-Keeper or two who' s been told this secret, but | believe thisis
one truth that will wriggle out, and fairly soon.”

“Oh, dear. Well, that’ s atrue shame,” Isadora said. “| hope | wasn’t helping to grant anybody’ s wishes
in this case— oh, dear—"
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“Well, | don’t think thisis very happy news either,” Reed said. “Don’t you have any stories that have
better endings?’

“Let'ssee... in Marring Gross a young man proposed to the girl he loved 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 placethan it is,” Angeline agreed, coming to her feet. “Would
anyone like dessert? Fiona and | made a cherry tart this afternoon.”

“Now that’s my dream come true,” Reed said. Everyone laughed.

After that they made tea and 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 instructions on how to care for them.
In aweek, Fiona and Reed and Angeline were packing their belongings and piling into a comfortable
traveling carriage that Robert had insisted on lending them. Fiona and Reed leaned out the windows to

watch the town fold back behind them, but Angeline merely sat with her head resting against the back of
the seat, and looked as if she was tired 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 a hay cart has dropped its load all
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.”

Angeline looked alarmed. “Is anyone hurt?’

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

“Can we drive around?’ Fiona asked.

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

“l don’t think | can bear to sit one more hour on the road,” Angeline said.

Reed had already pulled the handle and opened his door. “I’'m going to walk the last couple of miles,” he
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said. “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 his face. Fiona was already staring at her aunt. Angeline had
been so quiet during the whole long journey that Fiona had assumed she was sleepy, or maybe had
developed a headache from the rock and clatter of the coach. But now something in Angeline’ s taut
features and expression of misery gave Fiona a creeping, bone-deep chill.

“What isit?’ Fionaasked in alow voice. “What’s wrong?’
“There is—when you get home—you' |l find that your mother’ s been sick,” Angeline said.
Reed drew hisfoot back in and shut the door very carefully. Fiona said, “How sick?”’

Angeline shook her head. “I don’t know. We both thought—and even Elminstra thought—if she spent
the summer very quietly, doing nothing, she might recover. That’s why you both came to 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.
“1 don’'t know. | haven’t seen her. But Thomas says she’ s very frail.”

Without another word, Reed palmed the handle, shoved open the door, and jumped out of the coach.
Fiona called after him, but he was already ten yards away, racing at a full-out run across the fields, by
the shortest route back to the cottage.

Fiona returned 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?’

Angeline 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?’

“He knew.”

file:///K |/eMul e/Incoming/Sharon%20Shinn%20-%20The%20Saf eK eepers¥20Secret.html (67 of 135)28-12-2006 21:36:26



Shinn, Sharon - The SafeK eepers Secret

“And he did not tell me? He, who repeats every thought the minute it pops into his head? He knew, and
he didn’t tell me?’

“Sometimes,” Angeline said sadly, “a Truth-Teller can choose not to speak. It isjust that nothing he says
isfalse”

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

She could not run as fast as Reed, but she was a good walker, and she knew the way as well as Reed did.
The ground was muddy but only impassable in afew spots, and she followed Reed’ s footprints around
any particularly marshy places. She was so full of rage and fear that she almost 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 made it in sight of the cottage. The garden looked overgrown, as
if no one had tended it all season. The back door was open, as if Reed had run through without bothering
to close it behind him. The carriage with Angeline was nowhere in sight—it was probably still stuck
behind the hay cart two miles down the road.

Fiona pushed herself to a run 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 Fiona burst in. “1 hope you were not cruel to Angeline,” she said, and
her voice was raspy, as if she had been crying or coughing or simply not talking very much. “None of
thisis her fault.”

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

“This was a secret you could have trusted me with,” she said.

Damiana shook her head. “Thiswas a secret | never wanted to tell,” she replied.

Angeline did not come to the door for several more hours, though Fiona thought she heard the coach
lumber by the front gate about a half hour later. By that time, Reed had calmed down enough to sit and
have tea, and the three of them were gathered together at the kitchen table, talking.
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“How much time?’ Reed asked.
Damiana shook her head. “I’m not sure.”
“Till Wintermoon?’

“Maybe not.”

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

“I’m not, either,” Fionasaid.

Damianalooked at her helplessly, as if she had been counting on Fiona' s support. “But | want you to
finish your studies. Both of you.”

Fiona shrugged and sipped her tea. “1 don’t think there’ s anything you can make us do right now. Except
take care of you.”

“That is not what | would choose for you,” Damiana said softly. “ Spending precious months of your life
tending a dying woman.”

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

Reed looked over at Fiona. His happy, carefree face was set and serious; he looked like a different
person. “I can keep the garden and do whatever has to 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,” Fiona answered him. Both of them ignored Damiana s small wordless
exclamations of distress. “| 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.”
“Fiona, Reed—don’t talk that way—"

“And | have some cuttings | brought back from Kate's garden,” Fiona said, still speaking only to her
brother. “ Some things that EIminstra doesn’t have. | can make some potions up, seeif they make things
easier for Mother.”
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“Fiona, darling, don’t pin your hopes on your herbal remedies,” Damiana murmured.

“One sfor pain,” Fiona added, asif Damiana hadn’t spoken. “In case nothing else works. It’s gotten a
good solid rooting, too. | can probably pick afew of the leaves tomorrow.”

“Don’'t talk like this,” Damiana implored.

Fionalooked over at her mother, at her hurt, hopeful face, seeing the first faint ravages of the disease
and the thin lines traced by fear. “We will take care of you,” she said in a precise voice. “All you have
left to do now isrealize how much we love you.”

Angdline 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. Fionafelt some of her hardheld anger and panic melt alittle against 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’ s dress.

But she controlled herself and stepped away. “ Thank you so much for all you’ ve done for my mother
while we' ve been gone,” she said.

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

“Elminstra has brought us dinner,” Angeline said in a subdued voice. “And will stay to eat it with usif
we'd like.”

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

The meal was the strangest one Fiona could ever remember. Damiana and Elminstra asked hundreds of
guestions about how their summer had gone, what they had learned from Robert, from Kate, what
marvels they had seen in Lowford. EIminstrain turn related bits of gossip, news of events that had
transpired over the summer and that might not have made their way into their mother’ s letters. Reed
talked easily, though without his usual buoyancy, but both Fiona and Angeline were quiet, monosyllabic
when they spoke at all.

And yet, for all the awkwardness, it was an infinitely precious meal, one that Fiona would never forget,
for here they were all 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 Elminstra died, or
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Angeline. 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 mem-ber 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.

“Fiona,” 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’s never seenit.”

Fiona nodded 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
aready, the early dark of late summer, and the smells of laden orchards and cut hay were very strong. In
the faint moonlight, Fiona could see only high shadows where the tall stalks of hollyhocks should be,
and alow furze of darkness where the summer vegetables lay in their cradles of green.

Angeline stepped outside, the door knocking shut behind her, and Fiona whirled around. It was asif the
sobs were breaking her from the inside, snapping her in two bone by bone. Angeline said nothing,
merely took Fionain her arms and held her as long as the crying lasted.

Chapter Nine

Previous||{Top |[|Next

What Fiona remembered about the rest of that sea-son was Reed’ s gentleness. The boy whose chatter
could only be stilled by sleep, the boy who ran so fast he could only be caught by nightfall, became a
young man who could sit still and silent for hours at atime. It was Reed who brought Damiana her
breakfast in the morning, and Reed who carried her from room to room when she grew too weak 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 his time was spent indoors than out, his hand always on their mother’s arm.

Fiona, who would have said that she was the one better suited to caretaking, found that she could not
bear the quiet vigils for long. She busied herself in the kitchen, cooking and canning; she made daily
treks to EIminstra s to fetch more serums or a new soothing tea that 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 all away, every one—how dare they intrude on
these last few weeks when there was so little time left—except that she could tell Damiana was renewed
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by the visits, made happy by the small 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 she
was dying. Fiona herself 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 in to 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 speak lightly, to gossip about the villagers, and laugh when the subject seemed
appropriate; she would see Damiana' s face lighten, and she knew exactly what her mother was thinking.
Fiona will survive this after all. She will be strong enough to continue when | am gone. And every night,
she tried to leave the room while her mother still 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 his arm 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
she would 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 be a burden.”

He kissed her on the top of her head. “No burden,” he murmured. “Love never is.”

Damianawas well 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 slept most of the day, so she was
amost lively at dinnertime when Reed carried her into the main room. Elminstra and one of her
daughters and two of her grandchildren came with presents and a chocolate cake, and they had a very
festive time of it. The event exhausted Damiana, though, and she slept straight through till noon the next

day.

Thomas arrived about six weeks later. By thistime, it was near the end, and Damiana was truly dying;
death no longer kept any secrets from her. She had finally asked them to send for her sister, who had
promised to come stay in the final days. Angeline had visited every week or two, but Fiona and Reed
had always 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 the fire
dancing on the hearth. He stayed and talked to her whenever she was awake; when she slept, he went
outside and attacked with fierce energy whatever chore he had set himself for the day.
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Fiona had sent for Angeline the day before and here she was, arriving with the Truth-Teller in tow.
“How is she?” Angeline demanded, tripping out of hiswagon.
“Worse,” Fiona said. She was looking up at Thomas, alittle frown on her face.

Angeline brushed past her without another word. Fiona still gazed up at Thomas. “1 haven't seen her in
two months,” he said, still sitting on the wagon seat with the reinsin his hands. “I gave you that much
time.”

“Areyou going to stay?’ she asked.

“It's up to you.”

“Up to my mother, you mean.”

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

Fionafelt her shoulders sag. “ She was asking about you just yesterday,” she said, turning away from
him. “I1t will do her good to see you. Y ou can stay aslong asyou like.”

He did not move, either to step down from the wagon or urge his horses forward so he could stable them
in town. “Till the end?’ he asked.

“Yes,” she answered, and walked on into the house without another glance in his direction.

Soon enough, they were all in the house together, Angeline in visiting with her sister, Fiona making the
evening meal, Thomas and Reed in the main room talking before the fire. All they were missing was
|sadorafor it to be like Wintermoon.

Not at all like Wintermoon.

Damiana slept through the meal, so the four of them ate around the kitchen table, conversing quietly,
catching up. First there was local newsto tell, of Katein Lowford and Lacey in Tambleham, and then
their attention wandered to broader topics.

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

“No,” Fionareplied. She rarely bothered listening anymore when people talked of anything but illness
and remedies. “What happened?’
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“The queen and her baby son have fled the city!”
Fiona glanced at Thomas. “ So you were right, then.”

He nodded. “| 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 same tale.”

“S0 the king sent for the queen, to ask her for the truth in a public hearing, but she was already gone,”
Angeline 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 I still don’t think the king will be welcoming Truth-Tellersto his palace any
time soon.”

“Does that mean Princess Lirabel will be named his heir after all?’ Reed asked.

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

Angeline put her hands to her heart asif to stop its mad fluttering. “Time for me to head for the royal
city and try to catch the eye of the king!”

“He might be looking for someone alittle younger,” Thomas observed.
Angeline laughed. “Then | won't waste my time.”
“1"d like to see the royal city someday,” Reed said.

“And you should,” Thomas said. “It’s a beautiful, wicked, holy, crowded, fascinating, and wonderful
place.” He glanced at Fiona. “Y ou should both go sometime.”

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

The next few days passed quite quietly, considering how many people were in the house. Thomas and
Reed were mostly outside, doing heavy repairs to the shed out back and reframing one of the windows
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on the upper story of the house. Angeline took over Reed’ s job of sitting with Damiana most of the day.
Fiona, who continued her tasks of cooking and cleaning, could occasionally hear their voices as she
passed the doorway to her mother’ s room. Often, it was

Angeline talking, telling light, meaningless stories designed to make Damiana smile; but sometimes
Damianawas the one speaking, her voice very faint and low. Fiona did not need to ask what Damiana
was telling her sister. She was passing on the secrets that needed to be kept, that someone must know
even though the Safe-K eeper was gone. Angeline 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 a meat pie for dinner, Angeline came
from the sickroom. “Y our mother would like a glass of water,” she said. “And she'd like you to take it to
her.”

Fionalooked up, inquiring. “Is she feeling worse?’
Angeline shrugged. “Well enough to talk for awhile. | think there are things she wants to tell you.”
Fiona did her best to brush the flour from her hands. “All right. Can you finish this?’

A few minutes later 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 a braid and her skin looked white and
exposed. Her eyes were dark and hollowed, just now glittering with a hint of fever. But she smiled when
Fiona camein.

“Something smells good,” Damiana said. “Y ou must be making dinner.”

“Meat pie,” Fiona said, handing her the glass and sitting on one of the two chairs pulled up next to the
bed. “Elminstra’ s recipe. Maybe you’ Il be hungry enough to eat some later.”

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

Fiona smiled. “Be more amazed at Reed and everything he' s learned. Who' d have thought it of such a
restless boy?’

Damianasighed. “I wish | knew,” she said, “what you will both choose with your lives. That's what |
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'll both think of you every day.”
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“Evenif you don’'t choose to become a Safe-K eeper,” Damiana said slowly, “there is one secret you
need to know.”

“Something | can never tell?’ Fiona asked.

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

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

“Not yet.”

“But I'll know when | can?’

“If you don’t, Thomas will 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'll know when it
should no longer be a secret.”

“Thank you for trusting me,” Fiona said formally.

Damiana smiled and reached over to squeeze Fiona s hand. Her grip was pitifully weak. “1 would trust
you with any secret,” she said.

Four days later, Damiana died. It was asif, after sharing all her information with Angeline and Fiona,
she had nothing very important left to do, and so she began dozing for longer and longer hours and
waking up for shorter and shorter periods of time. Angeline, Reed, and Thomas took turns sitting in the
room with her, holding her hand and watching the deepening serenity on her face. Fiona kept 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 Death
made his visit.

Elminstra came by twice aday, bringing teas and potions. Every time she left, she was quietly crying.
The evening of that fourth day, while Angeline and Thomas sat with Damiana, the witch called Reed
and Fionatogether.
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“It will betonight,” she told them, her voice calm even though tears rolled down her smooth cheeks.

“Say your good-byes to her, make it plain to her that you let her go. Or she may try to linger another day
or two, and there' s no purpose to that.”

“Is she still awake?’ Fiona asked. “ Can she understand us?’
Elminstra made an equivocal gesture with one hand.

“Not really awake, not really sleeping. 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 one side. “I’'m not,” she said.
Reed put hisarm around her. He was so tall now that she felt tiny next to him, akitten protected by a

playful but occasionally ferocious kitchen dog. “Yes, you are,” he said, and his voice was comforting.
“We both are. Y ou can do this.”

She looked up at him. “You'll haveto doit,” she said.

The two of them ate dinner alone together, saying very little, then Fiona fixed plates for Angeline and
Thomas. Hand in hand, she and Reed slowly walked to Damiana’ s room.

“We'll sit with her awhile,” Reed announced. “Y ou two go eat.”

Angeline stood up, her face apprehensive. Thomas rose to his feet more slowly. “Did she—what did
Elminstra say when she left?’ Angeline asked.

“She told us to make our good-byes,” Reed said gently.

A little sob escaped Angeline. Thomas nodded at them, his shadowed face |ooking stark with grief. “We
have already done so,” he said, and wheeled and |eft the room. Angeline, crying silently, followed
behind him.

Reed pushed Fiona forward and they took their places in the two chairs positioned beside the bed. Fiona
took her mother’ s hand, 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 one to speak
first.

“Elminstratold us—EIminstra said it was time to say— say good-bye,” Fiona said, her voice faltering.
“Y ou have taught us—everything you can—and we are grateful for all that. Every word. Every whisper.
Every secret.” Shetried to say more but the words wouldn’t come. She looked over at Reed and shook
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her head. Her eyes burned and her chest was tight, but not a single tear would gather and fall.

Damianastirred just alittle. Fiona could feel the stick-like fingers tighten on her own, and her mother’s
lips gathered as if 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. Time for you to rest now.” He kissed her again, forehead, cheek. “Magical
sleeping kisses. Here' s another one. You'll rest now, with no dreaming. Another magical sleeping kiss,
and another—"

It took only afew more kisses before Damiana sighed and relaxed. Fionafelt the clenched fingers
uncurl, saw the calm expression come to her mother’ s face. 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

Previous||{Top [|Next

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 breakfast three days later.
The funeral was over, Thomas was gone, and the house was a still, sad place. “You can’t stay here by
yourselves.”

“I"m not leaving Tambleham,” Fiona said quietly. She was too tired to argue or even be particularly
polite. “Reed can go if helikes.”

Just moments ago, Reed had expressed a willingness to come live with Angeline and continue his
apprenticeship with Robert Bayliss, and Fiona' s decision had surprised him as much as it had surprised
Angeline. “I’m not leaving if you're not,” he said.

“Of courseyou are! You both are!” Angeline exclaimed. “Y ou can’t possibly—two sixteen-year-old
children living alone—it’ s unthinkable.”

“There' s the house and the garden,” Fiona said calmly. “They have to be cared for. And someonein
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town needs to be Safe-Keeper.”

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

“Actualy,” said Fiona, “I’'m not.”

She had worked it all out, and by dinnertime, with EIminstra’s help, she had convinced them all. She
would stay in the house by day, tending the garden; she would go to Elminstra’ s in the evenings, so that
no one needed to worry about a young unprotected girl sleeping alone at night.

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

“But still! Two young women alone!” Angeline cried.
Reed shrugged. “Fiona's pretty good at handling things. And EIminstraisjust down the road.”
“Soyou seel’ll bejust fine,” Fionasaid. “I won't be alone and I’m not afraid.”

“It still seemswrong,” Angeline said, but it was clear her arguments were exhausted. “ Any time you
change your mind, of course, you just catch the fastest coach heading west. I’ll always have aroom
waiting for you.”

“Ill be back all thetime,” Reed said. “Y ou won’'t have a chance to miss me.”

Fionalooked at him with alittle smile. “You,” she said, “nothing will keep you in Tambleham—or
Lowford, either. I'd missyou even if | was going to live there with you and Angeline.”

“He'll settle down someday,” Elminstrasaid. “You’'ll see.”
“Well, I'm settled already,” Fiona said. “Nobody needs to worry about me.”

Thus began Fiona sfirst year as a Safe-Keeper. The first few weeks were unbelievably quiet and allittle
lonely, since no one needed the services of a Safe-Keeper and Fiona had rarely spent any time in 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 she felt like it, and didn’t sew when she didn’t feel like
it. 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 the fall.
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She did some rearranging in the house. Angeline had helped her clear out some of her mother’ s things,
but Fiona redid the room from top to bottom, sewing new curtains and putting down a new rug and
moving the bed to the other wall. Then she made this room her own room, and turned her upstairs
bedroom into a guest room, with new sheets and curtains of its own.

Reed’ s room she left exactly asit was.

She cut back an overgrown hedge in the front yard and planned where she would lay in new flowerbeds
in 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 his many visits, Reed brought her the roots and half afoot of
truelove, so she planted it at the front porch to seeif it would take thislate in the season. It did, and its
heart-shaped |eaves were soon sending spiral-ing tendrils around the lintel of the door. When the first
frost came, al the hearts turned red, and soon held drifts of white snow against 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 arecalcitrant latch was working better now that it was oiled.
She didn’t look up at the sound of the approaching wagon until it came to a halt and a passenger
alighted. Then sherealized that Calbert Seston was holding the reins of the wagon and Megan Henshaw
was coming toward the gate to see her.

“Good afternoon,” Fiona said, her voice civil and neutral. It was unlikely that this was a purely social
call; she encountered these two all the timein the village, and they always said hello, but it wasn’t asif
either of them would claim to be Fiona s friend. Still, they might want nothing more than a leaf of
truelove to add to a Wintermoon wreath. Fiona had already handed out a dozen of them.

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

“Certainly,” Fionasaid. “Would you like to step inside?’

“I’ll be back in an hour,” Calbert called. Megan didn’t bother to answer him and he didn’'t wait for a
reply, just set the horses in motion.

“Yes, inside,” Megan answered.
“I"ll maketea,” Fionasaid.

They were seated at the table sipping mint tea before Megan spoke again. “Y ou’'re—I cameto seeif you
could give me apotion,” the older girl said. “Y ou cultivate herbs and plants that no one elsein this part
of the country can grow.”
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Fionastirred her tea. “1 do, but | don’t have everything EIminstra has, and | don’t know as many
recipes,” she said slowly. “Y ou might be better off to go to her.”

“l can't ask her this. She's my 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 was really no surprise. “1 want to make sure | don’t become pregnant with Cal’ s baby,” she
said. “Not now. Not yet. We aren’t to be married for at |east another year. Y ou must have something that
| can take that will— that will keep such athing from happening. And you must keep it a secret.”

Fionanodded. “I do. | will. But there is also—Yyou know that there is one sure way to not conceive a
baby.”

Megan gave awild little laugh. “Oh, but | can’t say no to Cal. Heis—heisvery insistent. Heis so used
to having hisway. It is much 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 you won't tell anyone?’
Fiona shook her head. “I won't tell anyone.”

Megan dropped her eyes to her teacup and cradled her hand around its delicate shape. “Cal was so angry
with melast night,” she said. “I 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 me for potions, not for advice, but let me offer some advice anyway,” Fionasaid. “Don’t
marry Cal Seston next year, or ever.”

“l haveto,” Megan said, still whispering. “My father said—"

“Someday your father will be dead, and Cal Seston’ s father too. And you’ll still be alive 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?’
Fiona shrugged. “Where do you want to go? What do you want to do?’

Megan laughed on a soft exhalation of breath. “Go to the royal city and meet the king. I’d marry one of
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his courtiers and live in the palace and be rich.”

Fiona grinned. “ Sounds better than marrying Cal Seston.”
Now Megan gave areal laugh. “But much less likely!”
“That’s what we have dreams for,” Fiona said.

They talked awhile longer and then Fiona went 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 sweeter taste that
sometimes made the patient sick.

“1 prefer the bitter one,” Fionasaid. “But it is up to you.”

“1 will try them both, and see what | like best,” Megan said, standing up quickly. Outside, they could
hear the wagon pulling up before the gate and the sound of Gal’ s impatient voice raised. “ Thank you,”
Megan said and threw her arms around Fiona’'s neck. “I can’t... thank you.”

“Gome back if | can help you with something else,” Fiona said.

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 Cal 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 left two gold coins on the table next to her teacup.

Payment for a Safe-Keeper’ s services.

|sadora was the first to arrive for Wintermoon. “Isit al right that I'm here?’ she asked as she climbed
down from the carriage and waved good-bye to her benefactors. “As| started to come here, | thought—
well, it'sall different now. | thought maybe you were all at Angeline’s and maybe | should go there, or
find somewhere else to go, and | can, even at this |late date—"

But Fionawas hugging her, pulling her toward the house, laughing as she had not laughed in days. “No,
| am so

glad 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 is good to see you!*

They talked late into the night, for this was one evening Fiona would not have to trudge down to
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Elminstra’ sto sleep in that crowded house. |sadora was grieved that she hadn’t been able to make it to
Damiana s funeral, but there had been tragedy in her own life just then, her sister dying after a sudden
ilIness.

“1 swear, therearetimes | don't think | can carry this burden another day, let alone another year,”
|sadora 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 | |eft. They had been afraid that
she would lose her hearing and they brought her to me. Well, | don’t know how to cure a child—I don’t
know why | have the power in methat | have, or how it works, or why it chooses to grant one wish and
not another. But | kissed that little girl on each of her ears and | rocked her for awhile and sang a
lullaby. 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 finally ableto pull free. And | thought, ‘Well, perhapsit isworth it after all.’”

“Y ou might be able to help make a dream come true here in Tambleham,” Fionasaid. “And you won't
need any magic to doit.”

“Why, how’ s that?’

“Do you know anyone in the royal city who needs a young woman for a companion? An old woman,
maybe, with connections at the palace. | know agirl here who is bright and pretty and eager to get away.
If you had someone to send her to—"

“1 can’'t think of anyone at the moment, but I’ m going to Wodenderry after Wintermoon,” |sadora said.
“I"ll inquire and see what | can discover. So you are playing intriguer as well as Safe-Keeper here in
your little cottage!”

“ And wood witch as well, since people come to me now and then for potions.”

“Does Elminstra mind?’

Fiona smiled a bit sardonically. “Most of the ones who come to me for elixirs would not trouble
Elminstra with these requests.”

“Well, you're young to carry al these burdens,” Isadora said. “Don’t forget to be a girl yourself while
you can.”

Fiona shook her head. “That timeis past,” she said quietly. “And thisiswho | am now.”

Angeline and Reed arrived in the morning, along with the first snowfall of the season. Impossibly, Reed
seemed to have grown another inch in the two weeks since Fiona had seen him, and he instantly filled
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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’ s he?’
“Wonderful. You can tell Robert anything and he understands.”
Fionafelt atwinge of alarm. “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 the work, for another. It’snot that it's too hard, it’ sjust that—I don’t know! There are so
many other things | haven’t done! | haven’'t been to Merendon to see the great boats, | haven't gone
north to the mines to watch them haul out copper. | haven’t—I haven’'t been anywhere, | haven’'t done
anything. | don’t want to settle down and be a merchant my whole life until | know for sure that’s what |
want.”

“Well, | don’t think you' [l be any closer to me if 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' Il be glad to see
me go.”

“1’d be happy to have you, even for a season,” she said serioudly. “But | hate to see you leave Robert on
bad terms—"

“No, truly, he was as nice as could be. Said | could come back in the fall and work again. Every fall,
until I figured out what | wanted to do next. So | said | thought | would.”

She shook her head. “How can you be so restless and | so settled?”

“Different fathers,” he said with a smile. “Different mothers, too, though we forget that. Not asingle
drop of blood in our veins that we share.”

“Strange,” she said, smiling back, “when we share everything else.”

Not until the morning of Wintermoon itself did Thomas arrive at the door. No one had asked about him,
though Fiona noticed that both |sadora and Angeline lifted their heads to listen every time awagon
seemed to slow down as it went by the house. She knew they thought she had told him to make other
plans for the holiday, but they did not want to ask the question outright, preferring to hope that it was not
true.
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That morning, while they were still at the breakfast table, there finally came the sound that they had all
listened for—a wagon coming to a halt at the front gate.

“|s that—I wonder who that could be?’ |sadora said.
Fiona stood 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’ s side.

“We were afraid you weren’'t coming,” she said.
He looked down at her with no smile. “I was afraid | would not be wanted.”

“You will always be welcome in this house,” she said. “And it would not be Wintermoon without you.
Gomein.”

“1 must go stable the horses,” he said. “But you could help me carry in my packagesfirst, if you like.”

The others were spilling out of the front door now, calling out Thomas's name in excited voices. “Let
Reed carry them,” Fiona said with asmile. “He’ s the strongest.”

“Ill be back within the hour.”

It was a strange Wintermoon, but not so sad as Fiona had expected. There was surprising comfort in the
mere fact that other people moved through the house, other voices were lifted in the outer rooms. She
had put Isadora on a bed in her own room, Angeline upstairs in 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 riotously merry, and the time
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 Fiona had only recently realized
how much afamily should be cherished.

They plaited their bonfire wreath with oak and rowan and truelove, as well as ribbon and lace from
Angeline’ s stores. Reed contributed a length of twine from one of Robert’ s warehouses, saying it would
represent wealth and commerce. Thomas tied on a strip torn from an old canvas sail and said, “There.
Now we'll al go traveling.” Fiona added 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
agood thing to have a year without pain, if one could only get such athing by remembering to wish for
it. They threw their wreath on the great fire and watched all their hopes turn incendiary, branding the
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night sky. Fiona assumed that she was not the only one to silently add her own litany of desires, and
wish that they might be fulfilled in the coming year.

They stayed out till dawn, feeding the fire, taking turns going inside to warm up. When they finally went
in for good and took to their beds, Fiona found she could not sleep. 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 realized, 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. There
was only this moment, and in this moment, these people, and there would never be any more certainty
than that.

She turned on her side. But there were still things to hope for, to reach for, without letting go of what she
already possessed. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut and let her fingers close and curl, asif catching on
to something that had, until now, stayed just outside her grasp.

Chapter Eleven

Previous||{Top [|Next

Elminstrainsisted that her granddaughter come stay at the Safe-K egper’ s cottage, though neither Reed
nor Fionawanted her. Allison was a cheerful girl, nineteen and big as any peasant’ s daughter, with a
round, 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 always happy to see the workday end.

“She’ll learn alot from you,” Elminstra said.

“Yes, and I'm sure I'll like her agreat deal, but I—can’t she stay at your house and come up in the
mornings?’ Fionareplied.

Elminstra shook her head. “No one’s said anything yet, but people will notice, Fional A young man and
ayoung woman living together out here all alone—"

“A young—Yyou mean, Reed and me? But we're brother and sister.”

“Not by blood you' re not, and everyone knowsiit,” Elminstra said with a certain grimness. “People do
unsavory things, and so they think other people do, too, and they wouldn’t like to see the Safe-Keeper’'s
daughter and the king’ s bastard living together in a house without a chaperone. There. You say it'ssilly
and it may be, but that’ s the truth of it, and Angeline would tell you the same. So fix up aroom for
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Allison, and everything will be fine.”

Just spiteful enough to make things atiny bit difficult for the unwanted guest, Fiona gave Allison the
upstairs bedroom and kept the big one downstairs for herself. Allison didn’t mind, though. She liked the
house, liked the room, liked working in the warm indoor garden that Reed had built for Fiona just 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 a fortnight.

Reed was gone most days, having taken ajob down at the tavern, now run by his old 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 left over after all the guests had been served. EIminstra often joined them for
dinner, bringing a side dish or a fresh-baked cake. All in all, late winter was a much more convivial
season for Fiona than early winter had been.

She started to have more visitors during the day as well. people who had secrets to tell and dark thoughts
to reveal.

She had trained Allison to leave the house when these visi-tors came calling, to put on a cloak and walk
out the front door, so guests could see she was leaving the house and would not worry that she was
listening at keyholes to words that were hard to utter. Only afew of these visitors were able to pay in
any kind of coin, but they all brought something in exchange for the Safe-Keeper’ s services—around of
cheese, a bolt of fabric, newly laid eggs. Fiona accepted everything with equal civility.

“It must have been an awfully dreadful secret,” Allison said happily one night as they ate very fine
beefsteaks brought by a caller. “We never had meat this good in my father’s house.”

Fiona smiled. “Not so bad, as dreadful secrets go.”

Reed was grinning. He seemed to have stopped growing taller this winter, though at just over six feet he
was already quite tall enough, and now he was starting to fill out. Fiona had realized with a start the
other day that they no longer looked alike. She was still 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 a light brown. And
she was so much smaller than he was. No wonder the villagers no longer believed they were brother and
sister.

“1 bet | know who told it and what the secret was,” he said.

Fionaraised her brows. “How could you?’

“l 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’ s to share some leftover meat, Fiona
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demanded, “What do you think my secret is?’
Reed was smiling again. “But if it's a secret—"
“l can't tell it, but you can!”

“Megan Henshaw’ s father. He' s the only one with enough head of cattle to pay you off in beef. And he's
thinking about marrying again—a girl as young 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 as repeating it, so she said, “If that’'s
true, then it won't be a secret much longer. Was Ric Henshaw announcing such things to everyonein the
bar?’

Reed shook his head. “Just to me, just after histhird or fourth glass of ale. | gather he'snot a man who's
used to making decisions that come from the heart, and he doesn’t know how to think this thing
through.”

“You'd be amazed,” she said dryly, “how many people that describes.”

Fiona could tell that Reed enjoyed his job at the tavern, because Reed liked people and he liked to be in
constant motion, but she could also tell that it was starting to pall within a couple of months. So she was
not at all 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 restlessly chopping more wood than
they would need for the next two months. “The great ships at Merendon? What’ s calling you now?”’

Helaid aside his ax and gave her arueful grin. “ There's a horse breeder in Thrush Hollow,” he said. “He
was at the tavern aweek ago. Said he' d train me if | wanted to come out.”

“Did you warn him that you wouldn’t stay?’
“l didtell himthat I'd liketo try a variety of jobs before | settle into any particular one.”
“1’ve never even seen you so much as unhitch Thomas' s wagon.”

“No, but, see, that’swhy | want to learn!” he said eagerly. “I’ve never been around horses! | might find |
like them better than anything. But | won't know unless | go there and find out.”

“Just aslong as you' re here at Summermoon,” she said.
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“Oh, I'll be back to visit a dozen times before then. You'll scarcely realize I’ m gone.”

But she did redlize it. His absence emptied the house, made even Allison’s cheerfulness seem whispery
quiet. There were distractions, of course, foremost among them being spring itself, with its demands of
digging and planting and watering. Fionafound Allison’s willing energy much more useful than she'd
expected to, and the two of them dug a bigger garden than Fiona had been able to maintain in the past.
Elminstra visited every few days, exclaiming with envy and offering some of her own cuttings.

“We'll become the showplace of the southern region,” Elminstra predicted. “ People will journey for a
hundred miles to buy herbs and potions from us.”

“1 might make more money from this than from Safe-Keeping,” Fiona said with a smile.

“Well, alate freeze can ruin a garden, and a drought can burn it, so there’ s no real safe money in
planting,” Elminstra said. “But people will always have secrets, no matter what the season.”

That turned out to be even truer than Fiona had expect-ed, for she was busier during spring than she had
been all six months before. She thought some of it had to do with the fact that people in Tambleham
were beginning to trust her, to realize that she had not repeated any of the details told to her so far, and
they were bringing to her secrets they might have otherwise taken to a Safe-Keeper in Thrush Hollow or
Marring Gross. Or perhaps they were too busy, now that it was time 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 Fiona served tea
in the kitchen. For the most part, the tales were not so shocking, though now and then Fiona was 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 visitor, a thin, tired woman named Janice.
“The day is so 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 all.

“My daughter is bearing my husband’ s child,” Janice said with no preamble. “1 thought to come to you
for a potion 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. This gives her
alittle break from him.”

Fionawas filled with such rage that it was almost more than she could do to sit there and be quiet. She
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clenched her hands into fists and listened to the silence of the kir-renberry tree. She wondered if, in their
own mute way, the very bark and branches of the tree were screaming in soundless agony.

“How old is your daughter?’
“Going on fifteen.”

Fiona thought. “Was she in school when | was? | should know her if she’s only 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
herself, 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 apologetically. “I can’t do so much. And | know that’s why my husband has turned to Jillian. If |
could have done all my duties, he would not have—"

Again, Fiona kept her hands tight and her outrage stilled. “ And your own sickness?’ she asked quietly.
“What isits nature? Perhaps | have some medicines that could help you. | have alittle skill with
healing.”

Janice shook her head and sighed. “Oh, I’ ve had potions and potions. Nothing gives me any strength,”
she said. Fionadid not haveto try too hard to guess at another story: The woman preferred the comfort
of helplessness and a make-believe disease to dealing with the harsh realities of her life. Fiona could not
keep from directing some of her silent fury at someone so weak.

“When is the 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's
already begged meto let her take my daughter’s. And Jillian is more than willing. I’ [l send her to Thrush

Hollow to have the baby when the time comes. She’ s too young to be raising a child.”

She' stoo young for any of this, Fiona thought, but did not say it. “I’d like to meet your daughter, if |
may.”

Janice looked alarmed. “You won't tell her | told you, will you? She'sagood girl. She knowsit’s
wrong. She doesn’t want anyone to know.”
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“l won't tell her,” Fionasaid. “| 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 myself, though only the two of them lived.”

“ Another daughter?’ Fiona asked carefully.

“No, no. My son. He' s young yet, but he's a good boy.”

They talked awhile longer, and when Janice left, she seemed comforted and ailmost light-hearted, as if
she had transferred a heavy weight into hands that were strong enough to hold it. Fiona, on the other
hand, was burning up asif with fever; she felt 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—are you all right?’ Allison cried, and came running over with her trowel in hand.
“You look so flushed! Areyou sick? Gomein and I'll make you some of that soothing tea.”

Fionajust shook her head. Her rage was so bright that it distorted her vision; she could not see the
garden or Allison’s face very clearly. “1 don't think teawill soothe me,” she said in avery polite voice.

“Woas it—did that woman tell you a secret?’” Allison asked in a hesitant voice.

For amoment, Fiona was tempted. Tempted to tell Allison, then tell EIminstra, then walk to town and
knock on Lacey’s door, and repeat 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 eeper. 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 she told this story now.

“Are you going into town later today?’ Fiona asked instead. “Earlier, you said you thought you might.”

Allison nodded and pushed alock of hair back from her eyes, leaving a streak of dirt across her
forehead. “We're low on flour, and there’ s some mint to sell,” she said. “I thought I'd go in today or
tomorrow.”

“1’ve got to write aletter to Lowford,” Fiona said. “Y ou can post it for me when you go.”
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Chapter Twelve
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Robert Bayliss, it turned out, was very happy to get Fiona s letter, and he responded two days | ater.
“Indeed, yes, | know of a position for a young woman who can cook and clean, and is very gentle with
an invalid besides,” he wrote. “Our own housekeeper |€eft this spring, and Victoria hastried 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 some in Lowford, but | would be happy to
give a chance to the unfortunate girl you mentioned. No doubt, as you 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 a new place surrounded by fresh faces. Send
her to me when she iswell enough to travel.”

That very afternoon, Janice’ s daughter came to the Safe-K eeper’ s cottage. She would have been as thin
as her mother if her stomach had not been so big with the child, and her face was narrow and still.
Though she smiled when Fiona answered the door, her expression remained watchful. Her pale brown
eyes were filled with an unbearable sadness.

“My mother said you wanted to see me?’ she said in a polite, hesitant voice.

“Gome in, come in—my assistant has gone down the road to her grandmother’s, so you and | are the
only ones here,” Fionasaid. “Would you like some tea? Mint—I grow it myself.”

“Teawould be fine, thank you, ma am.”

“Oh, no, I’'mjust Fiona,” Fiona said, pouring out two cups of tea. Ma' am! She was sixteen—no one
called her that! “And your nameis Jillian, is that right?’

“Jillian, yes.”

Fiona handed over one cup and sat down next to Jillian at the kitchen table. “Y ou’ll think I’'m very
bold,” Fiona said, “but I’ ve been wondering if | could meddle in your life alittle bit.”

Jillian sipped at her tea, and over the rim of her cup, her sad eyes were inquiring. “Ma am? What do you
mean?”’

“1 ran into your mother the other day, and she mentioned that you were expecting a child, and | got the
impression that—well—that you might not want to continue your relationship with the baby’ s father,”
Fionasaid. It was as hard for her to appear artless asit was for her to throttle rage, but she had a greater
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incentive for thislittle act, and she rather thought she was pulling it off nicely. “And | happen to know a
very nice couple in Lowford. Robert and Victoria. Robert runs a trading business where my brother
works from time to time. Victoriais very sweet, but often ailing, and she cannot do her household
chores. | had heard that they were looking for a housekeeper and someone who could also assist Victoria
when she needed help bathing or dressing. And | thought—if you wanted to leave Tambleham and move
someplace altogether new, | could arrange for you to get this job as housekeeper.”

Jillian stared at her, and for along, tense moment, Fiona thought she would refuse.

“Oh, ma am,” she said, her voice very low, “I would like that 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 is working there this
summer. And he could take you up to Lowford, no trouble at al. And introduce you to Robert and
Victoria, and to my aunt Angeline as well, who lives very close. Y our parents wouldn't have to know of
it until you were already settled.”

Now some expression had come to Jillian’s face, hope and a corresponding deep fear, asif hope was an
emotion she could not afford to indulge in. “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—"

“1 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—"

Fionawaved a dismissive hand. “Reed goesto Lowford all the time! Angeline feeds him and Robert
fusses over him. He won't expect payment.”

“And you—why would you be so kind to me?” Jillian whispered. “For | can pay you nothing either.”

Fionaleaned forward and put her hand over the girl’ s free hand, trembling where it lay on the table.
“Because there are all kinds of trouble in the world, and most of them | can’t fix, but | saw away to fix
this predicament,” she said. “| 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 needs your help, and you'll find away to give her aid. That’ s the only
payment | would think to ask.”
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“And I’'ll do it,” Jillian said.

Fiona sat 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 to it. It was an amazing thing, Fiona thought. The girl seemed to change and brighten as they sat
there, grow sweeter and more buoyant with every scheme that they unfolded. It was only when Allison
came through the front door and called out a greeting that they finally rose to their feet, satisfied with
their plans.

“I"ll write Reed tonight, and my aunt Angeline,” Fionasaid. “You' |l see. Everything will go without a
hitch.”

And it did. A week later, Jillian was in Thrush Hollow, and two days after that, was delivered of a
healthy, furious baby girl. Three days later, 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 all were with her quiet, helpful presencein their house.
Jillian wrote also, in a clear, painstaking hand, a letter that said merely “thank you thank you thank you
thank you” until it filled nearly an entire sheet. At the end of it, she wrote, “| will do what you asked
whenever | can.”

Janice came back to the Safe-Keeper’ s cottage when Jillian had been gone a month, 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 casually, “Y our daughter. Has she had her baby yet?’

Janice nodded mournfully. “I suppose so. She went off to Thrush Hollow, like | told you she would, but
she never came back. My husband went to look 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 coins to rub together and no friends to help her. | just hope she’s not dead in 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 Jillian, though.”

And Fiona realized 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
herself she smiled at Janice with a great deal more kindness than the woman deserved.

A few weeks later, she was to discover she had not been quite so careful as she believed. Thomas arrived
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in Tambleham and stopped for afternoon tea at the cottage. Allison came in to meet him and did not
seem at all intimidated by his measuring eyes and blunt way of speaking.

“Don’'t betoo nice to him,” Fionawarned her, cutting them all pieces of lemon cake. “He' |l say
something hurtful the minute you relax your guard.”

Allison laughed good-naturedly. “Oh, what will he tell me that | haven't already heard? I’ m too big, I'm
too loud, | ook like a cow. If you grow up with brothers, you don’t have too many illusions about
yourself.”

Thomas was watching her with aquizzical smile. “You' re cheerful 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. “I thought you said he would be mean to me!” she exclaimed to Fiona.
Fiona stirred her own tea. “Maybe I’ m the only one he's ever mean to.”

“No, usualy I’'m mean to everyone,” he said. “But | never say anything untrue.”

“The truth is often unkind,” Fiona said.

“But thetruthisreal,” he said. “That givesit great value.”

Allison finished the last of her cake and stood up. “Well, I’'m sure you two have alot to talk over,” she
said. “I’'ll go work in the garden.”

Thomas, smiling again, watched her go. “Not abad choice at all 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?’
“Elminstratold me. But she wasright, of course. Y ou can't live here all alone with Reed.”
“Since Reed isvery rarely here, it is not really a concern.”

“But villagers love to gossip. And you, my devious young Safe-K eeper, will have to be very, very
careful not to give them food for discussion.”

Fiona sipped 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 et
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slip. But you have engineered some kind of salvation mission for ayoung girl named Jillian.”
Fiona gave him alimpid look. “1 have no idea what you’ re talking about.”

Thomas ticked off the points on hisfingers. “A young girl from Tambleham delivers achild in Thrush
Hollow. Shetakesajob in Lowford. Y ou have arranged all this.”

Fiona shrugged. “ She needed a job. Robert needed a serving girl. | brought them together. | see nothing
mysteriousin that.”

“It is clear sheis running from someone or something quite odious in Tambleham. If | wereto guess |
would say she is escaping the attentions of a father or abrother or an uncle. And that you were told of
these sins, and you could not bear them.”

“But you don’t know this for truth,” she said.

“But | don’t know thisfor truth,” he repeated. “| 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 student. “I told you
once you would never be a Safe-Keeper,” 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. “She would have listened to the
secret, and she would have kept it. That is all 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 started,
you will not be able to stop yourself from wanting to right grave wrongs. Y ou do not want to keep
secrets. Y ou want to enact justice.”

“1 might be able to do both,” she said.

He laughed. “What a crusader you would have been! Y ou should have been the daughter of a Truth-
Teller, not a Safe-Keeper.” He took adrink of tea. “ Then again,” he added,
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“perhaps you are.”
“Perhaps | am,” she said, “but not yours.”
He tilted 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
long time, |

realize sheisright.”
“Do you know the name of Reed’ s father as well?’
She shook her head. “That she didn’t tell me.”

“1 wonder if Angeline knows. She was there that night, after al, and she took him from the traveler’s
arms.”

Fionalaughed. “If | had to guess, | would say that
Angeline knows who my father is, but does not know Reed’s for certain.”

Thomas smiled. “Well, your father may indeed be the greater mystery, but | would agree that Angeline
can solve it. She and your mother were very close.”

“ And they shared many secrets,” Fiona agreed. “Asyou and Reed share all secrets.”

“Except this one,” she replied.

Fiona was surprised at how much she enjoyed Thomas's visit; he had always annoyed her before. But
now it was like 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
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pleased with her handling of Jillian’s situation, and this gave her a certain measure of pride. The only
other person with whom she would be able to share all the details of the case would be Angeline who,
like Thomas, had probably already guessed. Angeline might not approve, but it was good to know that
Thomas did.

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’ s tavern. 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, still, 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?’

Herolled his eyes. “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 I—well, | never did. At least |
understand Robert’ s charts and boxes.”

“And you’re bored.”

He grinned. “And I’m bored. Time for a change.”

“How long in Lowford thistime?’

“1 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. “| don’t care where you go or what you do,” she said, “as
long as you' re back by Wintermoon.”

He returned the kissin kind. “Always,” he said. And he was gone.

Chapter Thirteen

Previous||{Top [|Next

The next few months followed avery similar pattern, except that Allison began courting. So sometimes
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she would bring company home for dinner, and sometimes she would be out late at night, but she was
always back in the house, aone, by midnight. Ed was a shy and not very articulate young farmer who
seemed to think Safe-Keepers were as wondrous as princesses, but Fiona thought he was a very good
choice for Allison. He adored her, for one thing; he could not keep his eyes from following her when she
walked or gestured. He was tall, for another, and big-boned, and she looked just the right 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 true
love would triumph.

Other than that, very little changed. People came to 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 dlipped away and the autumn harvests kept Fiona and Allison busy, drying herbs and canning
vegetables. Reed and Angeline came to town for afew days to celebrate Fiona and Reed’ s birthday, and
then reappeared at Wintermoon, Isadora and Thomas right behind them. It was the second Wintermoon
they had celebrated without Damiana, and though they talked of her frequently and with great affection,
the loss was not so severe this time; the memories were good.

Reed had news. He had decided to take a job up north, with a merchant trader whom Robert knew. “I
might be gone two months or more,” he warned Fiona, “if | actually 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. “You won't likeit.”

Reed shrugged. “I don’t mind hard work.”

“No, but you won't like this.”

“1f you go someplace exotic, bring us al back jewels,” Isadora said. “Opals or black pearls or emeralds.”

“1 hate to think of you aboard a ship,” Angeline said. “So far away in the middle of so much water—
how can | ever think you' re safe?”’

Reed laughed. “I’ll be fine, | promise you.”
“He'll come back home,” Fiona said. “He aways does.”

Nonetheless, she was sad when he left, and, like Angeline, worried about him being on an oceangoing
vessel; there seemed to be no margin of safety at all 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
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months tiptoe past. And then it was spring again, and al the flowers were blooming, and she got a letter
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 his misery.
“Though | have seen some beautiful places and have so many little trinkets for all of you that | think
even Isadorawill approve,” he wrote.

Indeed, when he showed up six days later, he was loaded down with treasures—jade carvings, ivory
horns, mother-of-pearl hair pins, onyx beads. Allison loved them all, so Fionalet her choose first from
the cache, and then saved the rest for the next time the others would visit.

“Where now?’ she asked Reed one afternoon as they walked down to the streambed. It was hot for
spring and they had decided, with a minimum 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, dlipping off his shoes and stepping into the water. “ Ow!
That’'s cold! You don’'t want to get in.”

“l do,” she said, and splashed in beside him. Her feet were instantly numb with the shock. “But not for
very long.”

He was obviously 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 a
month or two while | decide what | want to do next.”

She smiled. “If you ever do decide.”

He sent the stone skipping down the undulating surface of the water. “I’'m not like you. | wasn’t born
knowing. | have to keep trying new thingstill | find the one that fits.”

“Don’'t you have any—any real dreams?’ she asked. “ Something you think about all the time, something
you'd do if you could only figure out how?’

He shook his head and dug for another stone. “Nothing. It all looks interesting to me, at least for awhile.
And there' s nothing I’'m missing, nothing | really want.” He was quiet for a moment, standing very still
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 along the top of the water before sinking out
of sight. “I wish | knew who my father was, for one.”
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“I"d tell you, if | knew,” she said. “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 feel 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, a
delicate blue that looked ready to fade at the first sign of sunset. “At any rate,” she said, “I’m glad

you' re home. For now.”

| sadora came by a few weeks later and happily picked through Reed’ s store of treasures. “Ah, if no one
else wants this little jade pendant, that’swhat I'll have,” she said. “L ook at that. Did you ever see such a
color? It looks like the water in the pond by my mother’ s house just under the shade of the elm tree.
Mysterious and full of things. Reed, you can buy gifts for me any time.”

She stayed a week and seemed very tired, so Fiona made 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 off 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?’ Fiona asked.

“Wodenderry. Which reminds me, didn’t you have some young girl here you wanted me to take an
interest in?’

Fiona had almost forgotten. “Megan! Y es. Why, have you found someone who wants a companion?’

“Well, if nothing else, | thought /might like someone to travel with me. She could stay with me aslong
as sheliked, and if she found a position with someone else in the city, all well and good. And if not, I'd
either buy her a passage back home or let her travel on with me. If | liked her,” Isadora added. “1f she's
whiny or putson airs, | won't be able to abide her very long.”

Fiona grinned. “I haven't seen Megan in afew months. She comes by now and then for the herbs | can
sell 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 so willing to go. But I'll ask her.”

Megan, when she arrived at the Safe-Keeper’ s cottage the next day, was in transports at the idea of
traveling anywhere in Isadora’ s company, particularly to the royal city. “To Wodenderry with the
Dream-Maker!” she exclaimed. “Yes! Oh, yes! When do we leave? Do | have time to go home and
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pack?’

| sadora was laughing. “Two days from now was what | planned. That should give you ample time, |
think.”

“How early in the morning will we leave? Should | sleep 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?’ Fiona asked practically. “And to Cal? Or do you not plan to
tell them?’

She tossed her pretty dark hair. “I’ll tell them. But once they know I’ m in company with Isadora, they’ |
be very happy to have me go. They both have plans and schemes that they’ d like to see come true.
They’ll think I’ [l have a chance to put in a good word for them.”

|sadora looked 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 come to Fiona's
cottage. “I know that,” she said. “But | won't tell them.”

|sadoraleft with Megan; Reed stayed behind. Once again, he took up his old job at the tavern, and once
again, Fionathought how his presence brought warmth and joy to the little cottage. Allison’s young man
was not so shy when Reed was around, so the four of them enjoyed several convivial evenings, playing
games, telling stories, and laughing till their ribs protested. Now and then Elminstra’ s grandson Greg—
Allison’s cousin—would join them, bringing the young lady he was courting. The six of them had their
own private Summermoon festival and stayed up all night talking, just asif it had been the winter
holiday. None of them got any real work done the next day, though Fiona and Allison had a day’ s worth
of planting ahead of them, and Greg and Reed had real jobsto go to. Greg’s young lady lay on the sofa
al day, complaining of a headache, but she revived by dinnertime when Greg came back to fetch her. In
fact, they all found themselvesin a social mood by then, so they made a meal out of |eftovers and
celebrated the first day of midsummer.

“This was the best Summermoon ever,” Reed said that night as they stood at the gate and waved good-
bye to the departing couple.

“Thisiswhat | love about living in the village,” Fionareplied.

“Oh, and you have to love the village gossip as well,” he said as they turned back to the house. “Did you
hear about

Ned' s daughter? The one who married Josh’ s grandson?*
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Stepping up on the porch while he stayed on the walkway, Fiona turned to frown at him. “Did | hear
what, exactly?’ she said.

“The child shejust bore. Not her husband’ s after all.” Thiswas a secret Fiona had heard from the errant
wife herself, 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 anyone else. | never
do repeat the things anyone tells me—except to you, of course. | tell you everything. Y ou already know
everything.”

“But who told you this?’ sheinsisted. “She did. A few days ago. She’ d come to the tavern to buy her
family’ s dinner for the evening because she said she didn’t have the energy to make ameal. | thought,
well, you have enough energy to walk to town, but | think she meant she can’t bring herself to pretend to
care for someone she hates, and making his dinner means she cares for him. Y ou know?’

“Yes, | understand,” Fiona said softly. “I just—I wonder—"

He shrugged. “ Sometimes people tell me things. | think it’ s because of our mother. They think |
understand how to keep silent—and | do. But sometimes | wish they didn’t choose me to talk to.”

She smiled and went in. Allison and her beau had gone down to EIminstra’ s for the evening, so it was
just the two of them for a change. “ Sit down while | get dinner,” she said. “Tell me what other secrets
you 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 stories
that 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 says he' s glad I’ m the one who hears them these days,” Reed finished up. “But sometimes | think he
never heard any stories like the ones I’ ve been told.”

“1 wouldn’t be surprised if you'reright,” Fiona said. “But you have to honor the secrets. Y ou have to be
assilent asakirrenberry tree.”

He smiled at her. “Assilent asyou.”

It wasn't till after they’ d celebrated their birthday that Reed grew fidgety again. Fionawas on the watch
for the signs, 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 all, not nearly as well prepared for it as she'd
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thought.

He said nothing till they were alone one night, Allison and Ed having walked down to Elminstra’ s for
the evening. She was putting away the clean dishes, and he was stacking more firewood beside the
stove. Then heturned to her and said, in atone of great resolution, “Fiona.”

She didn’t even bother to turn from the cabinet. “Where to thistime?’ she said.
There was a moment’ s silence, and then he laughed. “How do you aways know?”

“1 can read you the way | read the shape of my own name on a piece of paper,” she said quietly.
“There' s somewhere else you want to be.”

“No, not exactly—I want to be here, but | think—I have—there are so many other things | need to do
first,” he said.

She kept her back to him. “What things?’ she said. “ Shovel horse manure? Get sick on a merchant ship?’
He gave a soft laugh. “It’ s true, neither of those turned out exactly as I’ d hoped—"

“And where are you off to now? To bury yourself in a copper mine and find you don’t like the dark? To
work in amill to discover you don't like breathing in flour dust the whole day long?’

“l want to go to the royal city,” he said quietly.
Now she turned to look at him, astonishment on her face. “ And why?’

He looked defensive 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.”

“You don't even know if heisyour father!”
“Everyone says he is—everyone believesit.”

“And you will do—what? Walk up to him? Introduce yourself? Say, ‘I’m your bastard son, will you
allow me to cometo court?”

“No—I don’t think so—I don’t know! It’s just that—my whole life—everyone has always thought,
everyone has always looked at melike | was aroyal bastard. Perhaps | am. Perhaps I’ m not! But maybe
if 1 know, once and for al, if | see himand | can tell—"
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“Then what?’ she demanded. She was blazingly furious and did not even know why. “He will invite you
to court? He will name you his heir? s that what you really expect? Is that 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 a
few 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?’

“1 never knew who my father was, either, but | never questioned who | was supposed to be,” she
answered. “It’ s not 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. “I showed up in
the middle of the night, dressed in silence and secrets, and everything that | have become | have had to
fashion for myself. | want to know what life | was supposed to lead, what | was born for. It might not be
alifel would choose, but shouldn’t | know where | was destined to belong?’

Now she was even more angry. “There comes a point in every man’s life where it does not matter who
his parents were—yes, and in every woman’s life, too! Y ou are a strong man or aweak one because of
your own experiences and your own heart, not because someone else’ s blood runsin your veins. You are
kind or cruel for the same reasons. Y ou might be the king' s legitimate son and be a man | would not care
to know, or the child of a peasant laborer and be the most beloved man in five kingdoms. Y our father’s
rank might determine some privileges, but it is your own soul that determines who you are.”

He was shaking his head, adamant and unyielding. “Y ou don’'t understand. It is different for you.”

“1 do understand, and it is no different,” she snapped. “But nothing | say will stop you. Go to
Wodenderry! Meet the king! Then come back and tell me what you’ ve learned.”

He looked at her, his eyes narrowed. “Why are you so angry? What is it you think I’m going to find?’

She turned away, suddenly weary. “1 am angry if you value yourself only at your birthright, and | think
you' Il find—I think you’ll find more questions than answers.”

“Then I'll come back here, as| always do,” he said softly, “and see if the answers are in Tambleham.”
Shedidn’t look at him. “And if the answers are in Wodenderry?’

“I'll come back here anyway. Always. Or wherever it isyou are.”

He left two days later. Fionafelt the loss of his presence even more deeply thistime; for the first few
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days, the house was ailmost unlivable. When Allison and Ed were not around, the silence was too severe
for her to endure, so she would go down to Elminstra’ s or all the way to town just to have company. One
day, she and Elminstra made alittle excursion of thetrip, going to Lacey’s shop to order new bolts of
fabric, then having a noon meal at Dirk’ stavern.

“1 don’'t know if she's had a chance to tell you yet,” EIminstrasaid, asthey ate their bread and cheese
and drank glasses of pressed apple juice. “But Allison and Ed have decided to marry in the spring.”

Fionafelt herself come alive with the first real smile she’'d managed since Reed left for Wodenderry.
“But that’ s wonderful news!” she exclaimed. “I like him so much.”

“We' ve been trying to decide where they should live,” Elminstrawent on. “ She has become so attached
to you and your garden that she does not want to move far from you. Ed’ s father 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 likes
that 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.”

Fionalaughed alittle ruefully. “Yes, of course, once they’re married Allison won't be living with me
any longer. | was too happy for her too soon! Now | don’t want her to marry after all.”

Elminstra laughed too. “Well, | have plenty of grandchildren | can summon to come be your
companions,” she said. “You need never be lonely as long as my daughters keep producing daughters of
their own.”

Fiona shrugged. “I am eighteen now, and | don’t think | need someone to guard me from solitude any
longer,” she said.

“| disagree! Eighteen and asmall blond dlip of athing!

Who entertains desperate characters every day! Thereisno chance | would alow you to live in that
house alone.*

Fionawaved a hand. “But we were talking about Allison and Ed! Do you actually 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 fedl 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.”

“You won't be gone for years and years and years, so don't talk that way,” Fiona said, alittle alarmed.
“1 have a better plan, | think. The land across the road from me belongs to Angeline—did you know
that?’
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Elminstra squinted. “Now that you mention it, | do remember Damiana saying that once or twice.”

“Their mother owned all 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 belongs to Angeline. She might be willing to
sell 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 have alittle income.”

“I must say, | like thisideavery much,” EIminstrasaid. “And for you to have Allison and Ed live so
close to you—I like that even better.”

“So close | will not need a companion in the house with me,” Fiona said with asmile.

“Ah, now that | did not agree to!” the old witch said, and they both laughed, and toasted each other with
juice.
That afternoon, Fiona made a white cake with white frosting and had it waiting when Allison came

home from an outing with her betrothed.

“You know! My grandmother told you!” Allison cried, and Fionalaughed and hugged her. “Oh, I've
been so afraid to tell you, for | feel 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 feel that way. Y ou have been such a good friend to me for so long. | would not
begrudge you the tiniest moment of happiness. How could you think that—"

Allison sniffled. “But you're all alone and | have so much.”

Fionasmiled. “I have agreat deal aswell. Never think that | do not feel 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 putin my own garden, and between us we' |l have every herb or healing plant in the whole
kingdom, and people will travel from every city to buy from us,” Allison said.

“We will be famous farther afield than this kingdom,” Fiona said loftily. “Next time Reed signs up to be
asailor, we'll make him bring back marvelous cuttings from foreign lands. No one in three kingdoms
will have gardens as fine as ours.”
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“Have you heard from Reed?’ Allison asked.

“Oh, he writes every few days.”

There was a pause. “ And has he met King Marcus?’ Allison asked next.
Fiona laughed. “Not yet. But knowing Reed, he might actually find away.”
“And what will happen then, do you think?”’

Fiona shook her head. “I cannot even guess.”

Chapter Fourteen

Previous||Top [|Next

Right before the weather turned cold, Angeline trav-eled 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,” she said 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 sits by her
bedside night and day.”

“Most of what | have you can find in Kate’' s gardens as well, but | have one or two herbs that might be
unfamiliar to her,” Fionasaid. “Isit lung trouble? Stomach disease? | s there any pain? If nothing else, |
probably have atonic or two that will let her rest in comfort.”

“It islung trouble, stomach trouble, pain—it is everything,” Angeline said. “| am very afraid she will
die”

“Well, I'm sorry for it,” Fiona said, though she was not really sorry. She had never been able to bring
herself to care too much for the helpless, clinging Victoria. “Is Jillian still keeping their house?’

Angeline nodded, smiling alittle. “ Such a quiet and generous girl. Victoria hastreated her like a
daughter, and everyone who meets her ssimply loves her. | don’t know—" Angeline shook her head. “1f
Victoriadies, Jillian 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’s who could use
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agood worker.”
“She mustn’'t come back here,” Fiona said.

Angeline 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 sleeping. They woketo a
glittering scene of frost and thoughts of Wintermoon.

Letters from Isadora, Reed, and Thomas promised that they would arrive in time for the holiday. “Listen
to this,” Fiona said to Allison, amused, as she skimmed through a missive from the Dream-Maker.
“Megan has found a patron! 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 herself with rapture.” Fionalooked up, smiling. “ So Isadora has made
Megan’'s dream come true, it seems.”

“Do you think she'll ever be back to marry Cal Seston?’ Allison asked.

Fiona laughed. “ The minute she left this town for Wodenderry was the last time Cal was ever going to
seethat girl.”

“l can’'t help but be pleased by that,” Allison said. “Cal was always a nasty boy.”
“And | think she was only going to marry him because their fathers wanted to join the land,” Fiona said.
“But didn’t her father just marry that girl? The one practically Megan’s age?’

Fiona nodded. “And wouldn’t you think she’ d be producing children of her own soon enough? She'll
probably be just as glad if the wedding's called off.”

Allison laughed and spread her hands. “ See? Everything always works out for the best.”

The weather grew bitterly cold and the first snowfall came weeks before Wintermoon. While the
weather was so 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, the
ribs of the internal rooms, the templed fingers of the beamed ceiling. This would be the main room, this
the kitchen, this a bedroom. Out back, where alayer of snow now covered the wild weeds and knotted
undergrowth, would be the garden, half vegetables and half herbs. If there was time for roses, they
would be planted at the gate.
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“And I’'ll give you some truelove,” Fionasaid, “so you'll have everything you want.”

Fiona had most everything she wanted when, two days after the snow sifted down, Reed arrived. He
jumped from the back of a stranger’s cart, flipped the man a coin and called a out aword of thanks, and
rushed up the walk to where Fiona stood waiting.

“1 wasn't expecting you for another week!” she exclaimed, hugging as much of his big frame as she was
able. “How are you? Where' s sadora? Why did you come back early?’

“Homesick,” he said. “I wanted to be with you.”
“Gomein. You must be freezing. I’ll make you some tea.”
He followed her into the house. “Where' s Allison?’

“Down at Elminstra’s. Did you see the house when you pulled up? It’ s going to be charming. We'll walk
over and inspect it once you’ ve warmed up.”

“1t’ll be strange having neighbors so close,” he remarked, sprawling in one of the kitchen chairs.
“But neighbors I’ Il be happy to have,” she said.

She served hot tea and |eftover tarts, and he ate as enthusiastically as if he hadn’t stopped for lunch on
the road, which he' d already admitted he had. She watched him covertly, to see if there were signs of
strain or exhaustion on his face, but he seemed, as always, happy and at ease.

“So! Tell me about the royal city,” she said. “How was |sadora doing? Did you meet the king?”’

“lsadora—oh, there’s a story there—Isadora’ s just fine. No, | never met the king, but | saw him more
than once.”

“How did you manage that?’

“Oh, well, every time he | eft the palace he would ride out in an entourage. The streets would be lined
with people, common folk just waiting for a glimpse of royalty. There would be the king, guardsin a
ring all around him, riding his black horse and sitting as straight as you please, gazing directly before
him.”

“And what did you think of him?’

Reed considered. “Well, of course, it’'s hard to tell much just from watching a man ride by on horseback.
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But | thought he seemed very stern. He never smiled. Sometimes he would wave, or toss afew 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' s dark, people say.”

Reed nodded. “ Oh yes, the blackest of hair, though it’ s starting to go gray now. He keeps it cropped
fairly short and he wears a small silver crown when he goes out. Very elegant. But he—" Reed shrugged.

Fiona stirred her tea. “Did you think he looked like you?”’

“No!” he burst out. “That’swhat | was going to say! He doesn’t look at all like me! Not just the color of
his hair, but the shape of his mouth and the slope of his nose—all of it was wrong. None of it was
familiar. Fiona, | don’t think heis my father after all.”

She lifted her cup and sipped the hot liquid. “And what do you think of that?’ she said neutrally.

He spread his hands upon the table. “I don’t know what to think! My whole life people have said—Dbut |
don’t think it’strue! So then, well, it’s even more confusing. My father could have been anyone.
Anyone! It makes me feel very strange. Untethered, ailmost.” He shook his head. “But | wasn’t really
disappointed. | mean, | didn’t look at him and think, ‘Oh, | wish | belonged to that man.’ | wasjust as
glad | didn’t. | just wished—well, it would be good to know whom | did belong to.”

“You belong to me,” she said, “and Angeline and Thomas and Elminstraand al of us. Asyou aways
have. Nothing has changed.”

“Yes,” hesaid. “Though it seems to have changed alittle bit. | can’t exactly explain.”
Fionatook another swallow. “So! Did you see Princess Lirabel? What was she like?’

Reed sat forward, excited enough to forget his own mysteries. “| almost met the princess,” he said. “It
was the most amazing thing.”

“No! What happened?’

“1 had gone to visit Isadora—she rented allittle suite very close to 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 thisrich
lady and that great lord who would come by her rooms in stealth and open their hearts to her. ‘ Can you
believe that people as grand as these have such dreams? she said to me once.”

“Well, and what sort of dreams?’
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“Oh, there were the ones you might expect—the woman who would beg to bear a son for her husband,
the man who would ask for wealth. But sometimes—well, Isadoratold me that one woman said all she
wanted was to go live in the country, as far from the palace as possible. Another one sat there and cried,
wishing her mother would love her. | mean, it might have been anybody from Tambleham or Thrush
Hollow sitting there. The things they wanted so badly were sometimes the most simple things.”

“And how did you meet the princess?’

“1 was there having tea with I sadora, and we heard this commotion on the steps. And Isadora said, ‘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 |—well, | wanted to see some of these grand folks for myself.”

Fiona grinned. “1’ d have done the same thing.”

“ And who came through the door but three guards in palace livery, and this young woman dressed in so
much velvet and gold that | thought she could not be real. The guards said nothing, but the woman
minced over to Isadora and said in this very 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 see the princess any time she likes,” Isadorasaid. And |
thought, ‘ The princess!” And the next moment Lirabel came through the door.”

“What did she look like?’

“Well, her face was very heavily veiled at first. ‘' Go, all 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 as

| would have been, and she offered the princess some tea and asked if she wanted to sit down, and pretty
soon they were both sitting at |sadora’ s little 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 sweeter, if you know what | mean. Her eyes
seemed very serious, like she spent all her time thinking.”

“And why had she come to see Isadora? | suppose she had a dream to ask about. How strange, that a
princess could not just command everything her heart might desire.”

“Which is exactly what | thought! Until she began talking, that is. At first she didn’t say anything, just
sat there drinking her tea and looking grave. And then she looked up at Isadora and said, ‘All | want is
for my father to accept me as his heir. All | want isfor my father to look at me and realize | am his

daughter, the legitimate child of his body, the one who will rule after him. Why am | not good enough
for him?Isit because | am awoman or because | am me? Long ago | stopped wanting him to love me.
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Now | just want him to publicly acknowledge that | will inherit his throne. Can you make this happen?”
“Oh, poor Isadora,” Fiona murmured.

“1 know! Because what happensif you don’t grant the wishes of royalty? Do they have your head cut
off?’

“What did Isadora say?’

“She was very good. She was very calm. She said, ‘ Princess, the magic that is in me chooses what it will
per-form. Sometimes it grants the wishes of beggarsin the street; sometimesit involvesitself 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 almost before Isadora 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 on the stairs.”

“Did you come out and have more tea with Isadora?’

“Teal She had collapsed in her chair and we both felt faint. | poured us each a glass of brandy. It was the
middle of the day, mind you, but we didn’t care. ‘1 think it’stime for me to be leaving Wodenderry
soon,’ Isadorafinally said. ‘1 don’t think | can endure too many more interviews like that one.’”

Fionarested her chin on her fist. “1 do feel sorry for the princess, though,” she said. “Can you imagine?
To have lived the way she has for—how old is she now, twenty-eight? To have lived all 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 all that uncertainty must have affected how everyone at the
palace has treated her all 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 calculating she must be by
now.”

Reed was staring at her. “Why, Fiona. | didn’t know you had such interest in court politics.”

She smiled and shook her head. “None, redly. | just—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.”

He laughed. “Then perhaps it 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.”
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She toasted him with her teacup. “Ah, now there is agood thought,” she joked. “I am sure the princess
and | would have much in common.”

They talked for the next hour or so about the other sights Reed had seen in the royal city. He had taken a
job with one of Robert’s merchant friends and rented aroom over a bookstore in aquiet part of town. In
hislittle free time, he had explored many of the city’ s streets and alleys. Fiona listened with interest to
his descriptions of paupers and lords, shopkeepers and traders, houses and mansions, and taverns and
cathedrals.

“You'll have to go someday,” he finished 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.”

|sadora arrived aweek later, signaling, in Fiona' s mind, the true start of the Wintermoon holiday. Time
for Allison to move down to her grandmother’s, time for the other beds to be aired out, time to replenish
the stores of flour and eggs and butter so that all the traditional baking could begin.

But Fiona put only part of her attention to these tasks; with the rest of her energy, she was fretting about
Isadora. “Y ou look so thin!” she exclaimed when she first shepherded the Dream-Maker into the kitchen
to warm up with a pot of tea. “Haven’'t you been eating?’

“Oh, | eat, but nothing tastes very good to me,” Isadora said with alittle shrug. “1I’ll grow fat again on
your fine cooking, don’t you worry.”

“Areyou sleeping? | can give you a serum 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 asleep, to be honest,” Isadorasaid. “I find—I wish—well, now. I’'m an old lady.”

Fiona set a piece of cake in front of her and sat next to her. “Y ou wish what? We are alone. Y ou can tell
me any secrets.” And she smiled, for she did not expect |sadorato comply.

But the Dream-Maker 1ooked around the room, as if checking for eavesdroppers in the shadows, and she
lowered her voice. “My dear, | am so tired of it,” she said at last. “I do not wish to carry this burden
anymore. It istime to hand it off to someone younger and stronger.”

Fionawas silent amoment. “And is there away you can do that, away you can let go?”’

| sadora shook her head. “I don’t know. And I'm—I’m afraid to. What if the power passesto my
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daughter, who has had so much misery in her life already? How could | do such athing to her? Even
now she is expecting another child— and you know that they have all been stillbirths, every one. |
should be at her side, but she does not want me there—I drag woe in my wake, she says. How can | say,
‘Take this power from me,” and foist it on her instead? Doesn’t she deserve some joy in her life?’

Fiona put her hand over Isadora s curled fist. “Let it go,” she said in aquiet voice. “Releaseit. Itis
somebody else’stime.”

“1 would, | would. Even knowing what might befall my daughter, | would,” Isadora said, her fingers
turning to entwine with Fiona's. “But there is so much left undone. So many dreams left unfulfilled.
What if the burden passes from me, and doesn’'t go to my daughter? Suppose no one else picksit up at
all? What if there are no more instances of magical joy in the world, all because | am too weak to inspire
them?’

“Then the world will go on well enough. It is not your job to make everyone in it happy.”

|sadora sighed. “No, but | would make you happy. And Reed. And Angeline. And Thomas. | would
wave my hands and—Iike that!—each of you would be struck with a blinding 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.”

“We are all happy enough,” Fionasaid firmly. “Y ou need not hang on even one more day just for us.”

“Well—well—we'll see,” Isadora said. She sounded so tired that Fiona was seriously alarmed. “1 may
feel strong enough once the holiday is past. We shall see what happens after Wintermoon.”

Fiona and Reed were out gathering the wreathing branches, so they didn’t see the fine coach pull up at
the house and discharge its passengers. Nonethel ess, 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.

“1 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 aone at Wintermoon.”

“No, I’'m happy to have him here,” Fionasaid. “I’ll give him the sofa and move Thomas upstairs and
make Reed sleep on the floor in his room. We shall have quite the houseful.”

“Jillian went to Kate' s for Wintermoon,” Angeline added. “I made sure to find out, because | knew you
would ask.”

Fiona smiled. “My very next question.”
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Despite the fact that all of them respected Robert’ s grief—and, indeed, their old friend seemed to be
wearing a perpetual ook of numb loss—they managed to have a very pleasant evening meal. Reed had
bought a half-cask of wine in town, and they toasted each other and told amusing sto-ries of their
adventures in the weeks that they had been apart. |sadora related 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 as the
princess. And | was thinking, ‘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 bitter 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 herself with
some of the city charities, for there are all sorts of societies to aid orphans and other unfortunates, but
she said that would not be good enough to atone. Atone for what, | wonder? | was as kind to her as ever

| could be, but | wouldn’t have known what to do for her even if I'd had the power.”

Thomas was staring meditatively into his wine, apparently lost in some thought unconnected to Isadora’s
story. “I’ve aways thought,” he said at last, “that the most dangerous place for a Truth-Teller to live
would be in Wodenderry. I’ ve only been there afew times myself, and | didn’t stay. But | keep thinking
of what you said about the princess.” He looked up, a sardonic smile on his face. “Now that I’ m getting
older, | begin to think about the things I’ d like to do with my life before it ends. And onething I’d like to
doistel atruth to the king. | 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 head.”

Angeline pointed at him across the table. “You remind me,” she said gaily. “Robert told me of a
tradition he and his family used to observe at Wintermoon. They would stand in a circle around the
bonfire, and each would whisper to the person on his |eft the dearest wish of his heart. And no one
would repeat those wishes to anyone else—they all became Safe-K eepers for the year—but just the act
of saying those wishes aloud would make them more likely to come true.”

Robert smiled with an effort. “Well, we were children, and our dreams were very primitive,” he said. “ ‘I
want anew pair of boots for Wintermoon.” That was the sort of wish that very often came true.”

“I"ll cut snippets of truelove for each of us,” Fiona said, “and we can throw them on the fire aswe
whisper our wishes.”

“And we'll all gather again next year and report to each other if our wishes have been granted,” said
Angeline.

Fiona glanced around the table, augmented by one to, in some small way, make up for the loss of one.
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“Yes,” shesad, “dl of us.”

They spent the two days before Wintermoon braiding the wreaths and ropes of branches, baking sweet
treats, and visiting with the neighbors. More snow fell, though the temperature was not so miserably
cold as it sometimes was dur-ing the holiday season. Thomas and Reed and Robert spent the whole day
of Wintermoon carefully laying the wood to construct the grandest bonfire Fiona had ever seen. After
dinner, they lit the blaze and stood before it, admiring its reach and hunger. Its heat was so intense it
drove them all afew paces away, to stand with their feet in the untrampled margin of snow.

Fiona passed 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 casually to choose the
confidant who would stand on their left. Fiona herself 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.

“1 will begin,” she said, and leaned over to whisper her own impossible desiresin Angeline'sear. “ |
wish | could meet my father and ook again on my mother’s face.” Angeline kissed her on the cheek, and
Fionatossed her truelove into the fire. It instantly flared to yellow flame and burned away.

Naturally, Fiona could not hear what Angeline murmured to Isadora, but she had a guess; she had, for a
long time, suspected what Angeline might wish for were she to open her heart. Again, she did not
wonder what |sadora 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 is not too late. Perhaps| can still sirea
son. Thomas probably repeated to Reed the observation he had made over dinner: | would liketo tell a
single truth to the king.

She was 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 away and
exotic. He was the sort of man whose wish altered every year.

He said in avoice that only she could hear: * | wish you were not my sister.”

She pulled back and stared up at him. He smiled, his face just faintly touched with sadness, and tossed
his true-love into the fire.

Chapter Fifteen

Previous||{Top |[|Next

file:///K |/eMul e/lncoming/Sharon%20Shinn%20-%20The%20Saf ek eepers¥20Secret.html (117 of 135)28-12-2006 21:36:26



Shinn, Sharon - The SafeK eepers Secret

They stayed up till dawn and slept past noon, and then they all ate meat pies and cakes and pastriestill
they were sick. EIminstra and half a dozen of her relatives arrived as they were finishing up the meal,
and they exchanged small remembrances and many fond wishes.

“We're walking down to the village to see Lacey and all the others,” Elminstrasaid. “Would any of you
like to come with 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 themselvestoo 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 she invited me to come for the holiday.”

“But once we're done, I'll take you hiking,” Reed promised. “I’ll show you the creek! It’stoo cold to
wade, of course, but we might catch something for dinner.”

Once the others left and Isadoraretired to her bed to sleep away the afternoon, Thomas and Fiona were
left to clean the kitchen. “No, you chop some more wood for the stove,” she told him, once she' d
stumbled across his feet for the third time. “And then I’ll make you some tea and 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 be arich
man, because that was the most comfortable coach | have ever beenin.”

Fionasmiled. “I like to have him here, and | know Reed enjoys his company. | cannot bring myself to be
sorry that hiswifeis dead, though | know that is unkind of me.”

He grinned. “ Angeline seemed genuinely attached to her,” he said, “but | find myself wondering if
Victoria s death will do Angeline 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 his own. “Why do you think your aunt never married?’

“1 always thought it was because the man she loved was already taken.”
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“Exactly. And now he'sfree.”

Fiona laughed. “ Oh, not Robert. He's much too neat and fussy for Angeline. She speaks of him with
great fondness, but she’s more likely to matchmake for him, find him a pretty young girl from the
village.”

Thomas shrugged and sifted more sugar into histea. “ Perhaps we're wrong, then,” he said. “Maybe she
just never wanted to marry. Y our mother never wanted to.”

“She had you,” Fiona said.
“She had me,” he confirmed.
“Which perhapsis why Angeline never married.”

Thomas just looked at her for the longest time, the expression on his face absolutely inscrutable. Then
slowly, afaint wash of color reddened his cheeks, produced by some wild and random generation of new
ideas. “1 thought,” he said, in avoice hetried to keep casual, “you were in the business of keeping other
peopl€e’ s secrets.”

Fiona smiled. “This was no confession whispered to me under the kirrenberry tree. Thisis merely
something | have pieced together on my own.”

“S0 it is not something you know positively.”

She could not help it; she loosed apeal of laughter. “Oh, it never ceases to amaze me,” she said, “what
truths the Truth-Teller does not know.”

“1 am not the kind of man,” he said, “that women pine away for.”

“Indeed, no,” Fiona said, still suffused with merriment. “So if | were you, | would be grabbing such
chances at happiness as came my way.”

He studied her along time. “You wouldn’t tell me this,” he said, “if you didn’t believe it to be true. And
if you didn’'t believe it would benefit the one you loved most.”

Fiona sobered alittle. “ There is nothing | would not do for Angeline,” she said. “1 believe her happiness
istied to you, and | believe her loyalty to my mother will not allow her to say so. | would guess she
whispered your name to Isadora last night as we all stood around the fire. Y ou were right about me, of
course—there are some silences | have always thought it was better to break. But | will say nothing to
her about thisif you do not.” She smiled alittle. “It will be a secret between the two of us. Y ou will see
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how silent | can be.”

He was still watching her, his shadowed eyes narrowed and full of speculation. “ And what secret was
whispered to you last night?’ he asked, in his old familiar quarrelsome way. “I think | would be less
surprised to hear it than you were.”

Now she was the one to flush, but she lifted her chin and looked defiant. “ A secret | will keep for a
while yet,” she said.

He leaned forward. “Here' satruth for you,” he said. “Time always goes by faster than you expect.”

They did not have a chance to discuss it any longer— somewhat to Fiona's relief—because just then the
front door flew open and Reed burst through, Robert at his heels.

“Fiona, Thomas—have you heard?’ Reed exclaimed. “Thereisaroyal procession arriving in the
village!”

“A royal procession—you mean, the king?’ she demanded.

“Yes, yes—at leadt, that is what everyone is saying!

There must be fifty riders and two coaches blazoned with the king's coat of arms—*
“How did you see this?’ 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 his new field glasses.
| ran back to get you because | knew you would want to come see the king.”

She came to her feet. “Indeed, yes! Let me get my boots on. But is he really coming here? Or is he just
passing through town on his way somewhere else?’

Thomas had not moved, but now he looked up, straight at Fiona. “He is 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 come to look for... something that belongsto him.”

Fiona put a hand to her heart, feeling faint for a moment, but neither Robert nor Reed appeared to catch
the significance of that remark. “Here—your cloak—and you’ || need some warm socks inside your
boots,” Reed said. “Hurry, Fional Y ou don’t want to miss him.”

Thomas too was on hisfeet. “No,” he said, heading to the main room and the box of muddy boots.
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“None of uswantsto missthis.”

They woke |sadora and insisted she come with them, though she said she had had enough of royalty
during her weeks in Wodenderry. Nonetheless, to please them, she pulled on her boots and wrapped
herself in her cloak and followed them out the door. Then, moving as fast 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 several
other parties, bigger and smaller, all of them heading for the main street of the village. “Did you hear?’
they called to each other as they tramped through the mud and snow. “Did you hear? The king has come
to 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 sguare, 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 elegant black carriages or those
that carried the king's silent, watchful men.

Someone grabbed Fiona s arm and called her name. “There you are!” It was Angeline, and her face was
bright with excitement. “| wanted to come back to get you, but |

didn’t want to leave! Areyou all here? Reed and I sadora and everyone? The king has come to town—
can you believe it?

Fiona pushed forward through the mob, towing Angeline behind her. “Thomas, Reed, Robert—Iet’ s all
get as close as we can. | want to see the king' s face—I want to hear everything he hasto say.”

She met less resistance from the other villagers than she expected. Everyone el se wanted to see the king,
too, but everyone else was just alittle afraid of being quite so close to royalty. Within afew minutes, she
and her small group of friends had won their way to the very front of the crowd, till they were so close to
the two carriages that they could see the brushstrokes on the coats of arms. The king's outriders drew a
tight circle around the coaches, their spirited horses dancing alittle from side to side. Fiona could get no
closer, but she was near enough to see the door of one coach open, and atall, severe figure step out and
come to stand on asmall daisin the center of the green.

The crowd was deathly quiet for a moment, and then everyone began to cheer. It was the king.

“Hismajesty, King Marcus!” one of the riders bawled out. “Her majesty, Princess Lirabel!”
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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 astall as her
father, dark like he was, her features as strict and grave. But, as Reed had said, her face looked kinder
and sweeter, touched with sadness or disappointment. She stood behind and alittle to one side of her
father on the dais, her gaze fixed on his profile.

The king was staring down at the crowd, his eyes darting from face to face asif he was looking for
someone he might recognize. “Who among you is mayor of thistown?’ he asked at |last. His voice 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 repeated, his voice even colder.

Dirk the tavernkeeper shouldered hisway forward. “| speak up now and then, sire, as the occasion
demands,” he called up to the stage. “I reckon | can speak for the village now.”

A genera undertone of approval meant the villagers were agreeable to making Dirk their spokesman.
The king fixed his dark eyes on the barman. “Then | have a question to ask you,” he said.

“Anything, sire.”

“Eighteen years ago a baby was brought in secret to thisvillage. It isnews | have just this week learned
from ayoung woman recently come to court.”

Fiona's hand clenched on Isadora’ s arm. “Megan,” she whispered. | sadora nodded but put her finger to
her lips for silence.

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 his return
from your village.”

Now the crowd was full of muttering and speculation. Fiona caught more than afew people staring in
the direction of her own little knot of friends. Dirk nodded calmly. “Aye, sire. That story istrue.”

The king's eyes seemed to glitter in the frosty air. “I would meet this boy,” he said, his voice very stern.
His daughter took a step back from him and trained her gaze on the wood of the stage. “I would meet
this young man whom | believe to 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 already spotted Reed' s
tall form, and eager hands began to push all of them forward from behind. Fiona stumbled from the
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force of their enthusiasm; she saw Reed turn indignantly to upbraid someone behind him.

Dirk turned to survey the surging mass. “He's here, | believe, sire. | saw him earlier. Reed? There you
are, lad! Gome forward and meet your king.”

Fionafelt someone’ s hand close iron-tight around her arm, but she didn’t even look to see who grabbed
her. She was watching Reed take an uncertain step toward the dais, then look back asif afraid to see
what he was |eaving 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 a good boy—or rather, a
fine young man. Any man would be proud to call him son.”

Princess Lirabel seemed to grow smaller and thinner as

King Marcus bent down very low to look searchingly into Reed’ s face. “Are you that baby?’ the king
demanded. “There is nothing | would not do for amale child of my body, be he legitimate or bastard.
Areyou my son?”’

“I don’t know,” Reed said.

Another voice rang above all the other murmurings of the mob. “Heisnot!” the speaker proclaimed in a
voice meant for carrying news as far as it needed to go. “Y ou have no son!”

And Fionafelt herself 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 the
king.

The king, in fact, was glaring at Thomas with a most unnerving fury. He was still bent from the waist,
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 am aTruth-Teller, and | have never told alie,” Thomas said calmly. He had dragged Fiona so close to
the dais that 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.

“You are telling me this child was brought here from the royal city eighteen years ago, in great secrecy,
and yet heis not my son?’ the king demanded, his voice very tight.

“He was not brought here that night. He was born here to the Safe-Keeper herself. The child brought
here that night was agirl.”
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And Fionafelt herself pushed forward one more time, till she was almost nose-to-nose with the king.
And then it was her wish came true.

“Look on your father’s face, Fiona,” Thomas said. “For you are the child brought here from Wodenderry
that night.”

The king straightened to his full height, disappointment and displeasure making his face ook even
bleaker. “Isthistrue?’ he said at last, though it was unclear whom he asked.

Fionafound her voice. “True, sire,” she said in a breathless 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 was there the
night | arrived. They did not know how valuable | 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 is thisboy?’ the king demanded, pointing at Reed. Who stood stock-still beside
Fiona, as dazed as the king, as astonished as everyone el se in the now-silent crowd.

Thomas answered that. “ The Safe-Keeper’ s son.”

“Who ishisfather?’ the king snapped, still clearly unwilling to believe the story that was unfolding
around him. “Since everyone apparently believed him to be me.”

“His father was a merchant from a nearby town,” Thomas said, gesturing with hisleft hand. Behind her,
Fiona heard 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 so it was that Robert Bayliss' s wish came true.

“Then—" 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 this boy is not my child. Heis not my
bastard son.”

“You have no son,” Thomas said, speaking with a certain relish. “Y ou have never sired ason. Y ou never
will. Y ou have only Fiona and Princess Lirabel. Y ou must name the princess the heir to your throne, for
you will beget no other legitimate children.”

And so it was that the princess' s wish came true.

The king turned clumsily toward the woman next to him on the stage, who seemed to have grown
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stronger and more reCal in bearing with every one of Thomas' swords. “Lirabel,” he said, and his proud
voice was broken. “Lirabel, help me to 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 in a moment.”

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 came to her knees at the edge of the stage and reached her hand out to Fiona. Unthinking, Fiona
put her own in that strong, sure grasp. “Gome to me in Wodenderry,” the princess said in avoice so low
only Fiona could hear it. “I would like to get to know my sister.”

Fiona nodded, still too numb to say very much. “I would be glad to,” she whispered. “In afew days.
When everything is settled here.”

Lirabel squeezed her hand and let it drop. Quickly, she rose to her feet, disappeared inside her father’'s
carriage, and shut the door. The outriders cleared a space in the crowd for the two coaches to 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

Previous||[Top [|Next

Naturally, after all that, there was little chance that

Fionawould be able to simply walk away. Angeline guided the exhausted Isadora 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 always known she was something special. She was as gracious as shock and wonder would
allow, 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 as they could. Still, scattered
groups of villagers waved to her from streetcorners and doorways 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
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considerable strength as they finally walked home. “Y ou have known this secret for two years.”

“True,” shesaidinafaint voice. “But | suppose | did not expect it to become known in such a public
fashion.”

“Gould 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!”

Fionalooked at him sideways, for he held her left 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 |eft the
city center.

“S0 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 all perforce stopped alongside him. There was no traffic before
or behind them, so they all just stood in the roadway and waited for him to speak.

“1 did not know—your mother never told me,” he said, his voice rapid and miserable. “| would have—I
would have stood father to you all 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’s arm. “My mother chose always to do what
suited her best and caused the least distress to anyone else,” she said. “| 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 knows that,” Fiona said. “And my mother knew she could never mortify Victoria by letting
you know you had fathered a child while she was missing. It is only now that the pieces could come
together and the secret could be shared.”

Reed stepped forward and put his hand on Robert’ s shoulder. “1 have the father | would have chosen if |
could have picked from the whole world,” he said in a quiet voice. “I will be the best son you could have
imagined, if you will let me.”

There was that sound again, a choked cry, and then Robert was openly weeping. “You and | will
continue walking,” Fionasaid to Thomas, “and let the two of them sort everything out.”
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Angeline met them at the door of the cottage with her fingersto her lips. “Isadorais slegping,” she
whispered. “I think this day has been amost too much for her.”

Fiona dlipped by her into the welcome warmth. “I think this day has been amost too much for all of us,”
she said.

The three of them sat around the kitchen table, drinking mint tea and talking quietly. “I still don’t
understand,” Fiona said. “Why it was so important to disguise me. What’ s another bastard daughter to
the king, after all?’

“There had been two others, delivered to highborn ladies in the years between Lirabel’ s birth and
yours,” Thomas said. “Both of those little girlsdied in infancy.”

Fionafelt her eyebrowsrise. “From... illness?’
Angeline shook her head. “ They had been murdered.

And theroyal Safe-Keeper knew it, for the queen had confided her dark deeds to 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-Keeper
indeed, though we who keep secrets are not always so active in defending them.”

Fiona dlanted alook at Thomas. “Some of us are,” she said.

“l still don’t understand,” Thomas complained. “If someone had tracked that Safe-K eeper all 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 you!—to swear that he was not the king' s bastard. We thought
If Damiana claimed Fiona as her own, no one would think to ask questions about her.”

“A little chancy till,” Fiona said.
“All secrets are,” Angeline replied.

“Did you know the other secret as well?” Thomas asked Angeline. “ All these years, did you know who
Reed' s father was?’

Angeline shook her head. “I thought it was you. Though you and Damiana were not very close until the
children were alittle older. But | thought—well—that | had missed some earlier moment when you fell
inlove.”
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Now Thomas was the one to shake his head. “I would have claimed them—either one of them. That's a
truth even a Safe-Keeper wouldn’t have kept from me.”

“All the secrets are out now,” Angeline said. “All the truths told. All the wishes come true.”
“Not quite all of them,” Fiona said.
Thomas looked at her. “What' s still left undone?’ he asked.

But she merely smiled and shook her head. She was still a Safe-Keeper—for awhile yet.

Robert and Reed came back |ate, having stayed for afew glasses of ale at Dirk’stavern, buying afew
rounds for the other patrons and generally celebrating their newfound connection. Fiona wanted 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 sleep, of course. For the longest time, she just lay on her mattress, listened
to Isadora s breathing, and stared at the shadows on the walls.

So much had already changed, but there were changes still to come.

In the morning, she rose as soon as she heard quiet footsteps descending the stairs. It was Reed, as she
had known it would be, for he was always an early riser. She hastily dressed and went out to join himin
the kitchen.

“It snowed last night,” he said, speaking in a whisper to avoid waking Robert, who was sleeping on the
sofa. “Do you want to go walk through the fresh snowdrifts?’

“Yes,” she said, and they put on their boots and crept out.

“How’ s your head?’ she asked once they’ d stepped outside. The world was a frigid white scene of ice
and gauze; their feet crunched through the crisp top layer of snow with every stride they took. The air
felt freshly washed or newly made, cold and delicious when they breathed it in.

Reed laughed. “Fine, if you' re talking about the ill effects of ale. In awhirl, if you're talking about the
aftereffects of yesterday’ s audience with the king.”

“Everything is different now,” she agreed.
He surprised her with his response. “But everything is better.”

She glanced up at him as they tramped along. His strong young face looked rested and serene; his smile
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was wider than ever. “Y ou mean, you were happy to find out you were not the king's son?’

He shrugged. “| 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 all the questions answered—it
makes me feel like | belong in the world, after all this time of wondering.”

“1 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—in a
small village—when you know you’ re the daughter of the king?’

She sighed. “1 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 the royal city from time to 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.
There will be other pressures at work on you, other hands reaching for you. After all thistime, it isyou
who will be the restless one, and | the one who stays in one place.”

“But if | leave, who will be Safe-Keeper in Tambleham?’ she asked. “Who will live in our mother’s
cottage?’

He turned and leaned his back against the railing. “ Allison and Ed will live in our mother’s housg, |
Imagine, since she understands the garden so well. | will live in the house being built on Angeline's
land.”

“You!” sheexclaimed. “But | thought—won’t you be going to Lowford to live with Robert?’
He nodded. “I'll go for awhile. But | won't stay. | belong in Tambleham, and | have work to do here.”
She looked down at him. “You're going to be Safe-Keeper of the village.”

He nodded. “Isn’'t it funny? | knew that people were always telling me secrets. | knew how to keep them.
But | thought it was because—because | had been raised in the house with a Safe-K eeper and her
daughter. But it was because a Safe-K egper was my mother, and | inherited her ability to keep silence.”
He glanced at her. “1 don’t know how you managed to learn such a difficult thing all on your own.”

She smiled. “I was never as good at it as | wanted to be.
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Thomas was right about me. I'm more interested in truth than secrets.”
“And we' ve had our share of both this past day,” he said.
“Secrets revealed, truths proclaimed, and everyone' s dreams come true,” she said.

He kept his eyes on the white vista before him. “Only one of mine,” he said quietly. “ The chance to
know my father. | told you another wish the other day.”

She smiled alittle. “We will work on that wish when you come home from Lowford,” she said. “I still
have one of my own to fulfill, and it’ s haunted me for longer.”

He tilted his head up at her, squinting alittle in the sun. “Y ou want to find your mother,” he said.

She nodded. “If she's till aive. 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. “As you’ ve always come back to me.”

Two days later, Robert’s carriage arrived at the door, and Robert, Reed, Angeline, and Thomas all piled
in. “I'll be gone a month, | expect,” Reed told Fiona as he hugged her good-bye. “When will you go to
theroyal city?’

“l 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 his father.

Angeline 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?’

Fiona laughed. “Oh, no! I’ve had my share of adventures. It's somebody else’ s turn to engage in
surprises.”

“I"m not sure yours are all done yet,” Thomas said.
Fiona hugged him aswell. “And your life?’ she asked innocently. “It does not have atwist or two still in

it?’
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Angeline smiled. “Oh, Thomas'slifeis alwaysfull of excitement. He travels 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.”

Angeline looked at him quickly. “ Settle down! But where?’

He took her elbow and helped her into the carriage. “In Lowford. On astreet or in ahouse or in aroom
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. “You'll have to invite mein once we arrive in Lowford, and | can
explain in more detail .”

And so it was that Angeline' s wish came true.

Fiona was smiling as she stood by the gate and waved, sad to see almost all of her best-loved friends and
relatives driving away, but fixing part of her mind on all the chores that were still left to do. There was
still 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 else’s dream, and she didn’t know if it
might really come true.

Chapter Seventeen

Previous||Top

| 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 happens to be
traveling to next. Besides, | 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 not, if the newsis so bad that she cannot bear to write it—"
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“You just rest while you can,” Fiona commanded. “When you feel 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 Fiona made preparations for travel. She visited with
Elminstrato 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 pieces to
put in place. Fionaknew that, like

| sadora, she was waiting, simply waiting, but she didn’t know what else to do.

Late in that second afternoon, she returned to her own house to find her guest weeping on the sofa.
“Isadoral What’'s wrong? Did you hear from your daughter?’ Fiona exclaimed, 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 a

baby boy, and he's healthy! She wants me to come see him, come as soon as | can. She's not—the curse
will not passto her; sheis safe from this misery. | am so happy that | cannot stop crying.”

Fionalaughed, and then she cried too, and she read the letter, and she joined |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 hours later did Isadoratilt her head and seem to listento a
soundless interior voice. She put her fork down and stared at Fiona across the table.

“Fiona. It'sgone,” she said, her voice amix of regret and wonder.

“What' s gone?’

“The power. | don’'t feel it anymore,” Isadorasaid simply. “It’s not just that my daughter will not inherit
the ability to make dreams come true—I don’t have the talent anymore either.”

“Then where did it go? Or did it? Is the world without a Dream-Maker now?’ Fiona asked.

| sadora shook her head. “I don’t know. | don’t know. | hope not, though. What a sad place this would be
If we could never put our trust in dreams. But, oh, | am so happy that the power has passed away from
me!”

And s0 it was that | sadora’ s wish came true.

| sadora left with Ned the blacksmith on the following day, neither I sadora nor Fiona bothering to
mention that, with her powers gone, | sadora would not be able to grant him any special wishesin return
for thisfavor. But Ned was a kind enough man; Fiona was sure he would have taken Isadoraas a
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passenger anyway, though he might have charged her for the privilege. Fiona smiled as she waved good-
bye and blew kisses to the happy old woman on her way to meet her grandson.

She passed the day quietly, cleaning up behind all her recent guests and checking to see how low her
stores of food were. She wrote a letter 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 a very good dinner out of bread and cheese and |eftover pie.

It was fairly late when she heard the sound of a solitary horse approaching her gate and coming to a halt.
She lifted her head when the hoofbeats slowed 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 stairs.

“Isthis the house of the Safe-K eeper 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?’ Fiona said. “Please come in out of the cold.”

The lady stepped inside and appeared to be looking around through her veil, assessing the hominess of
the furnishings and the comfortable warmth of the room. “A secret, perhaps—a question, perhaps—there
are many things | have to say,” the woman said. “If you have afew moments to spare me.”

“As many moments as you 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 still felt the need for
secrecy; she did not remove her vell, but lifted the bottom edge so she could take a dainty drink.
Through the tight black mesh, Fiona could catch a hint of fine, fair hair and eyes that appeared to be a
faded blue. It was very difficult to tell much else, though Fiona thought the woman might be about
Angeline' s age—somewhere in her mid-forties. Not old, but starting to feel the accumulation of years.

Just now, the woman was glancing around the kitchen as if looking for someone who was missing. “I
was told,” she said, blowing on her tea through her veil, “that the Dream-Maker of this kingdom often
stays at this house.”

“She does. Sheleft just this morning. 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. | came to her to ask her about a dream. And | think—I"m not sure—but |
feel so strange—"

“Ah,” Fiona breathed. “ That was you.”

Though it was impossible to read the woman’ s expression through her velil, her confusion was evident in
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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
dealt to other people, wounds that have been inflicted on me. | wanted—I asked her—is there not some
way to reverse all that? To confer on my life some grace and beauty?’

“And do you think you have found that way?’ Fiona asked.

“l don’t know. It's very strange. | woke up yesterday and felt so odd, asif my toes and fingers were
tingling, but | wasn’t cold, and | wasn’t sick, and the sensation has since gone away. But | feel altered
somehow. And then my maid came to me, overjoyed. Her mother, who had been so sick, sat up in bed
and was well. And the man who lives in the house next door—a man who needs money for so many
reasons | cannot begin to list them all—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 I thought—I wondered—but can it be? Can the power
of the Dream-Maker have passed into me?’

Fiona put 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 come true. “1 think it has,” she said, her voice very rapid. “For when
|sadora left this place, she knew the power had fled from her. But we did not know if it had settled in
anyone else's hands.”

“Then | am—I am the Dream-Maker? | am—where | go—I will bring happiness to others? All this
tragedy, all these woes—they did some good after all? For | know the Dream-Maker’ slifeis not an easy
one. | know it isonly 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 is the first thing you gave up?’ Fiona asked 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. “Y ou might
be the very girl,” she whispered. “Y ou look so much as | had imagined.”

“l am that girl,” Fiona said, 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 tell me my story, and we will learn each other’s
dreams and secrets.”

“l am Melinda,” the woman said.
“l am Fiona. For so long | have wanted to look on my mother’s face.”

Melindareached up to pull aside her veil. And then it was that the Dream-Maker made Fiona s last wish

file:///K |/eMul e/lncoming/Sharon%20Shinn%20-%20The%20Saf ek eepers¥20Secret.html (134 of 135)28-12-2006 21:36:26



Shinn, Sharon - The SafeK eepers Secret

come true.
IThr
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