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The market stalls teemed with chattering wives and white-bearded old nmen whose
arguing voices vied with the screech of the gulls overhead in the ice-blue
spring sky. Ungern snelled the salt spray in the breeze and wi shed he could
wat ch the boats in the harbor instead of returning to break his back in the

| andl ord's endless flax fields.

"Birdseed!" a querul ous voice rose over all the others. "Come and buy ny fine
seed! "

Ungern craned his head, trying to see to the end of the cobbled street. Yes,
that was him Konstantin Poeg, the last birdseed nerchant in all of Estonia.
He

felt a surge of relief. Sonya would have flayed the hide off himif he had
arrived too | ate.

The old peddler, a small, bristly man with wild-1ooking eyes, plucked at the
burl ap bags laid out before himon a wobbly plank table. "So, friend, what
sort

of birds shall you plant this year?"

Ungern reached into his pocket. "N ghtingales."
down on the peddler's table.

He laid a single copper coin

"Ni ghtingal es." Poegstroked his bushy wite beard. "Well, if | had sonme left,
they woul d cost two coppers a seed. As it is, I'"'mafraid | sold all | had
three

vill ages ago."

"Ch." In his mnd, Ungem saw how his wife's raisin-black eyes would stare

hol es

t hrough his body if he cane hone wi thout her seeds. She meant to have

ni ghtingales this sumer, and if she didn't get her way, there would be no
peace

or confort in his one-roomcottage for nuch |onger than he cared to think
about .

He cleared his throat. "Haven't you got sonething el se for one copper?”
"Now, let nme see.”" The old man poked t hrough his heap of burlap sacks, then
pi cked one up. "What about sone fine fat geese? | can |let you have two of ny
best grays for one copper.™

A tantalizing vision of roast goose and gol den-yoked boil ed eggs fl oated

t hr ough

Ungern's head~ then he sighed and slid the Ionely coin back into his pocket.
M

wi fe has her heart set on songbirds and one copper is all we have."

"One copper will not even cover my expenses on songbirds!" The peddl er |eaned
over the plank table. "I suppose you think just anyone can harvest birdseed.
Wll, if you don't find the eggs before the new life quickens, they hatch al
by

t hensel ves in the ordinary way. Have you ever tried clinbing a towering tree
to
find a nest, not to nention a cliff, or fought your way into a branble



t hi cket ?
Why el se do you think harvesting birdseed is a dying craft? It needs a young
man's strength.”

Ungern | owered his gaze. "Thank you anyway." He turned to go.

"Wait!" The peddler's hand flashed out and gripped his shirt. "I may have just
the thing!" Wth his other hand, he reached bel ow the table and brought up a
small griny bag tied shut with a bit of string.

"What kind of seed is that?" Ungern squinted at the bedraggl ed paper | abel
but
the witten characters were little nore than faded squiggl es.

"Somet hing very special left over fromseveral years ago." The old man's
wrinkl ed face beamed. "Alittle exotic for some folk, but you have the | ook of
a

man who can appreciate life's finest. | can't guarantee that all of it wll
sprout, so I'lIl let you have a full one half of this bag for one copper."

"Hal f ?" Ungem picked up the tiny bag, feeling the seeds shift inside. There
nmust

be dozens. He had never been able to afford nbre than four birdseeds at a tine
in his whole life.

"Al'l right, the whole thing then." Poeg folded his arnms across his bony chest.
"I must say though, sir, you drive a hard bargain. It's not often a man gets

t he

best of nme."

A snile stole over Ungern's face as he replaced the single copper on the
tabl e.

"Thank you!"

"Well, | need to clear out nmy stock." The peddl er | eaned cl oser and | owered
hi s

voi ce. "Frankly, my bones are getting too old to harvest seed anynore. | |ove
it, but it's really a young man's craft. | need someone to take over the

collecting end of the business. Wiy don't you spend a few weeks in the forest
with ne and |l earn the trade?"

"Leave the fields?" Ungem s forehead winkled at the thought. "That woul d be
wonderful!'" But then he considered the consequences--if he did that, the
 andl ord woul d take back their cottage. He and Sonya would have to live in a
hut

in the forest, and he could not see her agreeing to anything as drastic as

t hat .

"But I'mafraid | have responsibilities.”

"That's what they all say." Poegscow ed. "Tine was when peopl e knew what was
i mportant. They wanted a little beauty and song in their life, but no one
cares

anynore. After | die, no one will be left who remenbers how to find seeds
before

they hatch. Were will people go for birds then?"

No nore birdseed? Ungern tucked the bag inside his shirt, trying to i magi ne a
spring in which the only birds he saw were there by chance. It was a | onely
t hought .



"So, Ungern?" Sonya's heavy eyebrows marched upward with the sane forceful ness
wi th which she did everything. "I suppose you took the marketplace by storm™

Ungern sighed. It was a nuisance to be named after a fanous pirate. Wen

peopl e

heard your nane, they al ways thought you were full of pepper and nails when
j ust

the opposite was true. He could still see the disappointment in Sonya's dark

eyes whenever she | ooked at him eight: years ago she had thought himto be
someone el se, someone bigger and wi der, taller inside. But he wasn't. He was
just Ungemthe farner, and not such a good farner at that.

Sonya dried her |arge, capable hands on her apron. "You did get ny seeds,
didn't

you~"

"OfF course, dear, actually nore than last year." He pulled the burlap sack out
of his shirt and set it in the mddle of the freshly scrubbed table.

She clucked her tongue. "That is a lot, too nuch, in fact. Wiat's the matter--
is sonething wong with it? Did you let that disgusting old peddl er cheat
you~"

"No, no." Ungern opened the sack and poured out the seeds, suddenly aware that
PCeg had never exactly said what sort of seeds these were. "See? They're nice
and dry, not a bit of mold or rot."

"Are you sure these are nightingal es?" She poked at themw th her finger
"They're much larger than any songbird seeds |'ve ever seen."

A knot the size of a foot swelled in Ungern's throat. He brushed the seeds
into

a heap, then back into the bag. The peddl er had said they were special, he
told

hi nsel f, and what was the use of upsetting Sonya until he knew for sure? "I'l|
pl ant themthis evening when |I come hone."

"I suppose that will have to do." Sonya rapped a wooden spoon agai nst the side
of the soup pot, then bent down to scoop up a handful of kindling for the
fire.

"But don't be late. The sooner they're in the ground, the sooner |I'Il have ny
birds."

A week | ater, the pal e-green shoots pushed their rounded heads out of the
ground. Ungern studied them nervously, but could tell no difference fromthe
vi nes of previous years when they'd sown skyl arks and warbl ers.

As they grew, the tiny plants straightened their bowed heads and stretched for
t he sky, adding pointed | eaves along their stens. In two weeks, they reached

t he

hei ght of his knees and were visibly bigger each norning, tw ning and | oopi ng
across the garden.

The rapid rate of growh troubled him He couldn't remenber any previously
purchased variety growing so fast. He knelt in the rich black soil and tugged
at

an insistent weed. O course, on the other hand, he told hinself, the added
hei ght m ght be a sign of superiority. No doubt the best songbirds always cane
fromthe tallest vines.



As they grew taller, he staked each twi sting, dark-green vine and tied it
firmy

with thin strips of |linen. El ongated white pods forned near the tops, two to
each vine.

One rainy, gray norning, Sonya stopped by the kitchen garden on her way to
feed

the pigs. She gazed at the sinuous vines for a long silent nmonment. "They
shoul d

be hat ching soon."

"Yes, soon, "Ungern nurnured, keeping his eyes on the weeds.

"But why are they so big?" She bal anced the bow of slops on her jutting hip
and
fingered a pod. "Is there nore than one bird in each?"

"That-- must be it, "Ungern agreed, while a little voice inside his head
nagged
he was just postponing his msery.

Sonya narrowed her eyes and went on to her pigs.

Two days later, Ungern was just tying up the last of his weekly shipnent of
fodder to the | andl ord, when he heard a distinct peeping. Gving the twine a
final twist, he dropped the bale of hay to the ground and bounded up to the
gar den.

At the base of the glossy green vines, several small white shapes tottered
back

and forth. He ran harder, knowing fromthe previous years this nonent was
critical; unless the newly hatched chicks saw himw thin the first hour of
hat ching, they would fly away as soon as their feathers were nmature, instead
of

stayi ng near the cottage all summer to delight Sonya with their song.

At the sight of him the white hatchlings retreated into the vines. He dropped
to his knees, whispering, "Come, babies, cone."

The dark-green | eaves rustl ed.

He held out his fingers and waggled theminvitingly. "Cone to Ungern." A small
white head poked out of the |eaves, then the young bird inched forward, its
bright black eyes fixed on his face. He clucked encouragingly at it. "Cone,
babi es. "

Anot her appeared behind it, then another, each with a | ong curving neck and
frowni ng hooked beak that seemed to have been dipped in black ink. H s heart
ski pped a beat. These were nost definitely not nightingales or gol dfinches or
| arks or any other sort of bird he had ever seen before in his life.

The nearest chick opened its bizarre bill in a tentative, unnel odic squawk,
t hen
circled himshakily on skinny, inpossibly |ong |egs.

Ungern sat back on his heels. Wat in the name of Saint Peter had that peddler
sold hin? If he squinted, they looked a little |ike geese, but those |egs!
Their

heads al ready reached as high as his shins, and they were only just hatched.



Pulling his shirttail out, he nade a makeshift sling to carry the three downy
chicks to the drying shed where Sonya woul dn't see them Perhaps, he told

hi nsel f as he cradl ed the soft, warm bodi es agai nst his chest, the sack had
hel d

a variety of seeds. Perhaps the rest of the hatchlings woul d be songbirds,
wonder ful ones with soul-lifting nmel odies no one around here had ever heard
bef ore.

Per haps tonorrow woul d be better

More awkward, |ong-necked chi cks hatched the next day, and again the next.
Each
time, he quickly bundled themup and hid themin the shed by the pond.

On the fourth day, he stopped to chop some kindling before joining his

brot hers

inthe fields. One mnute, he was swi nging the axe at the bl ock of wood on the
old stunp, grunting a little with each blow, the next, he was running trying
to

| ocate the source of Sonya's piercing screans.

"What -- what is -- that?" One hand to her nmouth, she pointed at a honking
| ong- necked chick as it waded into the pond's green water on | egs that | ooked
like stilts.

"Ch, that." Ungern noticed how her staring eyes were practically all whites.
"That's one of our new -- ,,

"New what, Ungern?" Gathering up her long skirts, Sonya ventured nearer to the
muddy edge of the pond.

The sound of nenace in her voice made his skin crawl. "New birds."

"Qur new birds!" She nmoved in closer. "Are you trying to tell me these
m sshapen
t hi ngs are ny nightingal es?"

"Well . . ." He watched helplessly as two nore downy, |ong-Iegged chicks
squirmed through a crack in the drying shed and anbled toward the pond. "The
peddl er didn't have any nightingal es, and besi des, prices were up. Songbirds
cost at |least two coppers this year. This was all | could get, but he did say
they were very special."

"Those nonstrosities are the ugliest things |I've ever seen!" She shuddered as
one chick inverted its down-bent bill and plunged its head beneath the water.

"They're not that bad." Ungern reached down as a dozen or so white chicks
gat hered around his knees. "And after all, see how many we got, a lot nore
t han

| ast year."

Sonya grabbed a chick by its skinny legs and held it up while it squawked and
thrashed its wings. "I suppose | could try cooking one." She plucked a

f eat her.

"They might at |east be good to eat."

"Eat!" Horrified, Ungern snatched the panicked chick fromher. He turned it
right side up and cradled it against his chest where he could feel its heart
thunping |li ke a runaway horse.



"Well, of course, eat." Sonya crossed her arns across her ample bosom "It's
obvious they can't sing, and they're certainly not good to | ook at. \Wat else
can we do with then®"

"They're just babies!" Lowering his head, he cuddled the terrified chick
agai nst

his cheek. "You can't eat them"

"I"'mcertainly not going to feed the wetched things." She jerked aside as a
chick tottered close to her skirt. "And don't let ne catch you giving themthe
chi ckens' corn either." She brushed her hands off and turned sharply around,
headi ng for the cottage at a ground-eating pace that boded trouble.

"Never mnd, "Ungern whispered to the bird in his arms. He watched a wadi ng
chick pull its beak out fromunder the shallow water, dripping with weeds and
mud. "You wouldn't |ike com anyway."

Over the foll ow ng weeks, Sonya scol ded hi m about his poor hatchlings every
nmor ni ng when he went out to the fields, and every night when he returned.
Until

he got rid of those stupid-Iooking things, she said, he would never have a
nmonment' s peace.

And so-- his dinner was burned, his clothes unwashed, and his bed nobst
deci dedl y
col d.

But Ungern decided he hadn't known the true meaning of misery until his two
strappi ng brothers found out about his birds.

"I swear, Kaarel, those things had legs as long as a wonan's!" Jaan, the

ol dest,

yel | ow hai red and broad-shoul dered, grinned as he hitched up a drowsi ng brown
ox. "And thin as sticks!"

H s younger brother, Kaarel, who towered above himby al nost a head, paused in
the mddle of |oading the cart with flax bound for the lord' s storehouse. H s
broad face puckered with the effort of thought. "It doesn't sound as though
there'd be nuch nmeat on the drunsticks."

"They're not for eating." Ungern didn't | ook up fromthe farmcart's bal ky
rear
wheel . "Shut up and hand ne that grease."

"If you're not going to eat them then why did you plant then?P" Kaarel passed
himthe tin of axle grease, then squatted down beside himin the wagon ruts.

"Not everything in this world has to be practical, Kaarel." Ungern pried the

lid
of f and scooped up a fingerful of strong-snelling black grease for the squeaky
wheel . "Some things are just good to look at." A faint smle twitched at his

[ips. "You should see themwhen they fly. Up in the air, they | ook just |ike
beautiful white swans."

"Yeah, well, swans are for the ponds of |ords, not peasants like us." Jaan
hung

on the edge of the wagon and stared down at him "And besi des, swans never had
such ridicul ous |Iong skinny |legs."

"I ate a swan the winter before last." Kaarel's gray eyes nisted over in fond



recollection. "It |anded on our pond by nistake. Mna boiled it in a soup.”

A small figure came bobbing across the shorn fields, shouting and waving its
arms. Ungern brushed his hands off on his work pants and stood up.

"Uncl e Ungern! Uncle Ungern!" The figure becanme his young nephew by-nmarri age,
Ni gol. The boy stopped in front of him his black hair tousled, his cheeks
reddened from running. "Uncle Ungern -- Aunt Sonya says to cone quick!"

Ungern put a hand on the boy's shoulder. "What's wong? Is she hurt? "

"No--" Nigol |eaned over, one hand on his stomach as he straggled for breath.
"She -- just says -- cone!"

Jaan wi nked. "Maybe your birds are lonely."

Ungern ignored him "You two had better go on. I'Il nmeet you at the southeast
flax field in an hour."

"You' d better." Jaan flicked the languid ox with his birch stick. "You al ready
owe Lord Kreutzwald two days' work fromlast week. He'll have your neck if you
get further behind."

The wagon groaned as the ox leaned into its traces and pl odded down the
heavi l y

rotted path. Ungern watched his brothers fall into place beside the heavy
| oad,

reaching their hands up to steady the bales of flax. He turned to Ni gol
"Were

is Aunt Sonya?"

"At the pond."

"Well, cone on, then." They tranped across the uneven field for a few mnutes,
their feet crunching through the stiff stubble. "Surely you nust have sone

i dea

what she wants, "he said finally.

Ni gol's brown eyes squinted. "I think it has sonmething to do with all the
peopl e. "
"What peopl e?"

"The ones at your pond."

Ungern let that enigmatic reply rattle around in his head. "Wat are they
doi ng?"

"Looki ng at those funny birds of yours."
Ungern began to run

They had cone fromthe village, a rustling, whispering, pointing crowd of
wonen

and ol d men and bi g-eyed children, all gathered on one side of his pond.
Ungern

regarded themw th dismay as he and N gol topped the last hill

Sonya stood in the middle of the whole ness, her shoulders thrown back, her
ar ns



crossed, her legs planted Iike trees. An icy tingle of dread shivered down
Ungern's back

In the pond, his uneasy flock of birds had retreated to the opposite shore
whi ch

was protected by cattails and thick, branbly brush. There, they watched the
crowmd nervously, ducking their |ong, graceful necks, huddling together and
muttering in | ow bird-voi ces.

"So there you are, you noron!" Sonya's voice rang out, silencing the crowd.

He tried to meet her angry eyes without flinching. "I came as fast as |
could."”

Over on the other shore, the heavy brush began to crack and snap as a

determ ned, griny-faced urchin pushed through with a rock in his hand. The shy
bi rds squawked and fluttered their wings, hurriedly wading out toward the

m ddl e

of the pond.

"Stop that!" Ungern waved his arms at the boy. "Leave them al one! You're
scaring
them "

A muffled current of |laughter ran through the assenbled villagers. Sonya's
face
dar kened.

"Hey, Ungern!" Ants Andreesen, the oldest man for three villages, hobbled to
t he

forefront and held up his wal king stick. "I have a bet with Hans here that ny
wi fe can cook anything and nake it taste fit for the lord's table. I'Il give
you

a copper for two of your fattest birds."

"They're not for sale!" A wave of panic surged through himas, on the other
si de

of the pond, the boy drew back his armto fling the stone. Wthout thinking,
Ungern plunged into the pond and waded toward him "Stop that, you young
hool i gan!"

Startled, the boy hesitated.

"Go on, get out!" Ungern's feet |ost contact with the bottom of the pond. He
slipped, swallowed a nouthful of green water, then began to swim his arns
spl ashi ng awkwardly, his feet kicking.

The boy giggled, and sailed the rock through the clear norning air. A tal
hatchling fell backward with a shriek and thrashed in the water. Wth al nost a
single cry, the rest of the flock | eaped into the sky, their flapping wi ngs a
brilliant blaze of white in the norning sun. Lingern swam harder and two
strokes

later felt his boots graze the nuddy bottom again.

He stood up, waist-deep in the green water and struggled toward the wounded
bird. The boy fought his way back through the thicket. Gasping for breath |ike
a

beached fish, Ungern gathered the terrified bird to his chest and pi nned the
flailing wings so he could exam ne the wound. A spot of bright blood marked
one



wi ng where the rock had struck. He began to stroke the poor bird s weaving
head,

willing calmmess into it. "It's all right, "he crooned into its hidden ears.
"No

one else is going to hurt you, no one!"

Across on the shore, the villagers watched him their nouths open, their eyes
stari ng.

"What's the matter with you?" he shouted at them "Don't you know anything to
do

with something rare and beautiful besides kill it or eat it? You' ve done
enough

damage for one day! Go hone!™"

As though a spell had been broken, they glanced at each other and seened to
shake thenselves. In nmunbling ones and twos, they drifted away, headed for the
vill age or neighboring farns.

Feeling sick inside, he clutched the bird's trenbling body closer. It lay
agai nst him exhausted, its eyes half-cl osed.

"Well, that was certainly a fine show" Sonya's voice snapped |ike a whip.

Hs arnms full of linp bird, he began to wade around the edge of the pond,
| ooking for a spot where he could come ashore w thout having to fight his way
t hrough feat her-tearing bushes.

"Way didn't you sell old Andreesen sone birds, you idiot?" Her hands on her
hi ps, she contenplated himw th narrowed eyes. "W coul d have used t he noney
and

everyone can plainly see those stupid birds of yours are worthless."

He slipped on a subnerged rock, then caught hinself. "Well, they' re gone now,
SO
you don't have to worry."

"And who's to say they won't come back?"

As for that, he thought, struggling up onto the shore, he didn't know whet her
to
hope they would or wouldn't.

He settled the injured bird in a coner of the kitchen, close to the fire, and
wrapped it in an old blanket. Fortunately, the injured wing seemed to be nore
brui sed than broken.

It lay there quietly, its eyes dull and pain-hazed, the long | egs folded
beneat h

it. He sat on the floor beside it and tried to coax its hooked beak open so he
could spoon a bit of warm vegetable soup into its nouth.

"I won't have that filthy, disgusting creature in ny clean house!" Sonya
wat ched
himfromthe other side of the room "Take it outside this instant!"

"Maybe tonorrow, "he said, "if its wing is better. | don't want a fox to get
it."

"And I'mtelling you that a fox is the |east of your worries!"



He gl anced up to see her standing before him dressed in her Sunday-best apron
and scarf, holding a lunpy bundle tied up in a sheet.

"Either you take that bird outside right now, or I'mgoing hone to nmy father's
house." Her foot tapped on the floor. "I want an answer, Ungern."

"But | can't." He tucked the bl anket nmore securely around the bird' s body and

stood up. "It would die."

"Fine." She heaved the bundle of clothes onto her sturdy shoul der. "Mybe a
few

days alone will teach you to appreciate nme. Let nme know when you've come to
your

senses, but you'd better not wait too long. My cousin, Hlda, wants nme to |live
in Tallin with her. She works for a fine famly there and says | could get on
staff too. | may not want to come back and sl ave for a neal y-nout hed excuse of
a

man |ike you anynore."

Ungern wat ched her open the door. "Don't you think you're being a little
hast y?"

Her only answer was to slamthe door behind her

The next norning, he woke up to find his bird wal king around the kitchen and
peering at Sonya's pots with curious black eyes. Ungern coaxed a handful of
noi stened oatneal down it, then hacked off a chunk of Sonya's dense bl ack

br ead

for hinself. Chewing, he tried to decide if he m ssed her. Sonehow, the
one-room

cottage seenmed brighter now, alnost cheery. Perhaps, he told hinself, it
wasn' t

so much that Sonya was gone, but that the bird was here.

Qut side, the sky turned a golden rose in the east. He | eaned agai nst the side
of

t he open door, enjoying the crisp dawn air on his face, wondering if he should
| eave the injured bird in the house while he worked in Lord Kreutzwal d's
fields,

or send it back to the pond.

Above, the air began to reverberate with shrill calls and beating w ngs. He
ran
out into the yard, scattering Sonya's brown chi ckens before him and | ooked
up.

A host of slimwhite birds w th bl ack-edged wi ngs circled the pond, once,

twi ce,

then |l anded close to the water on their stilt-like |egs, clacking their great,
hooked beaks and squawki ng contentedly.

As he | ooked at his birds, something inside himhurt, |ike a sweet note on the
violin drawn out to al nbost unbearable clarity. No matter what anyone el se
sai d,

they were wonderful, just so incredibly marvel ous and strange with their
snoot h,

curving necks and delicate | egs; the black on the ends of their beaks and

Wi ngs

was as inky as the inside of a cave, and in the dawn light, their feathers
even



seened to have acquired a pinkish cast.

In fact, as he reached the first one, which was already busily seining nmud and
wat er through its down-bent bill, he realized its feathers were faintly pink
And it was not the only one. At |least half the flock was showi ng a tendency
toward pi nkness too.

He didn't know what to nmake of that-- did it portend good health or bad? He
wi shed he could ask the old peddl er. There was just so much that he woul d have
i ked to know.

"Ungern Aavik!"

Turning around, he saw a nman with a rifle slung over his shoulder trotting up
on

a sturdy, big-hooved chestnut gelding. "Yes?" he said, shading his eyes as he
| ooked into the rising sun, then shuddered. It was Juri Masaryk, the

| andowner' s

overseer, a heavy-browed, slump-shoul dered man with a penchant for the whip.

"Lord Kreutzwald sent me after you. What's your problen? Do you think that
flax

junps into the wagon by it self --" Masaryk broke off, his nmouth saggi ng under
his bl ack nustache as he stared at the wading birds. "Wat -- are those?"

"Birds, "Ungern replied unconfortably.

"What kind of birds.~"

"I don't know." Ungern wal ked toward the horse. "Look, |'msorry about the

m ssing days. |I'Il make themup, starting right now I'll do the work of two
men, | promse.”

"Hurmph! Any day | get the work of one man out of a peasant will be a great
surprise to ne." Masaryk unsung the rifle and brought the barrel around to
bear

on the flock. "You get your m serable carcass out to the fields. I'mgoing to

bag a few of these for the lord' s table. He likes unusual gane."
"No!" Ungern stepped into his line of fire. "You can't!"
The overseer lowered the rifle. "And why not?"

"Because they're mine and they' re not for sale.” Ungern glanced over his
shoul der at the quietly feeding birds.

"This is Lord Kreutzwald's |and, peasant. Everything on it belongs to him
i ncludi ng you!" Masaryk sighted along the rifle. "Now get out of the way."

Ungern's heart skipped a beat, then he turned and ran back toward the pond,
wavi ng his arns and shouting |like a denon. The startled birds jerked their
heads

up fromthe water and eyed hi mnervously. "Fly!" he shouted. "Fly away and
don' t

cone back!"

They wat ched him for another second, then took to the sky, their necks
outstretched, their great w ngs beating. Behind him he heard the gun crack
e

graceful flier plunmeted to the ground. Ungern felt as though his heart had



been
tomout. "No, they're beautiful! Can't you see?"

Masaryk threw down a gane bag. "Fetch that bird, idiot, and be quick about
it."

Ungern stared at the | eather pouch on the grass, a red haze boiling behind his
eyes. He snatched a rough-edged stone fromthe ground and flung it with all
hi s

m ght at the gelding' s well-brushed hindquarters.

The startled horse squealed with pain and junped sideways. Pinning its ears
back, it took the bit in its teeth and plunged recklessly toward the newy

pl owed fields. Ungern could hear the overseer cursing as he haul ed back on the
reins, fighting to regain control before it tripped in the soft furrows and
broke its leg -- or his neck

H s hands shaki ng, Ungern crossed to where the dead bird lay spraw ed, half
in,

hal f out of the pond. A few of the flock had al ready | anded again, and were
danci ng back and forth on their webbed feet with qui ck, nervous strides. He
knelt and touched the body -- still warm A hot tear rolled down his cheek
and

he buried his face in the bird' s silken feathers.

A moment | ater, he heard honking, and | ooked up as the flock circled anxiously
above the pond. He w ped his aching eyes with the back of his hand. Sonmehow,
somehow, he nust send the birds away forever, because if he didn't, they would
all come back -- the overseer, his brothers, the villagers -- with their

st ones

and knives and guns until nothing remained of his birds but a pile of bones,

bl eaching i n the garbage ni dden

H s hands clenched. He couldn't let that happen; he wouldn't! But tw ce now,

t hey had been frightened away and then returned. He gl anced around, the air
rasping in his throat, trying to think why they always came back. Hi s gaze
stopped at the pond. Hi s birds were water feeders; it nust be the water that
attracted them If he knocked out the wooden dam built across the stream the
pond woul d drain and they woul d have to seek another feeding ground.

Ungern squinted at the sun, calculating. As soon as the overseer regai ned
control of his horse, he would return with nore of the lord' s nmen and whip the
hi de off him for what he had done. He had an hour, maybe I ess.

He sighed and went to | ook for tools.

Hal f an hour later, he |l eaned on his axe and watched the water trickle through
the splintered wood into the rocky bed of the small creek below. He used his
sleeve to mop the sweat on his brow. The silvery water gurgled as it flowed
faster and faster.

In the distance then, he heard shouting voices and the steady beat of running
hooves. For a nmonent, he was frozen, then he swung the axe over his head and
ran

at the wading flock of birds, hoping to scare them away one last tinme. "Fly!"
he

shouted at them "Go away!"

They stared at himwi th puzzled bl ack eyes and dodged out of reach



"Leave!" He threw the axe at one clunp Wth a shocked squawk, they flapped
into

the air and | anded on the other side of the slowy dimnishing pond, safely
out

of reach, protesting in harsh chitters.

The hoof beats were nearer now. There had to be ten or nore horses in that
group,

closing fast. He felt close to tears as he watched his el egant birds dip their
heads back into the nmuddy water. It was no use; they just weren't afraid of
hi m

Sonet hi ng hard and cool poked the middle of his back. He turned around and saw
the injured bird he had kept in the cottage last night. It cocked its head and
stared into his eyes as though trying to speak

He reached out and touched its neck with trembling fingers. Lowering its head,
it pressed against him It trusted him. . . loved himeven.

Loved him

And then he understood. They weren't staying for the pond; there were farm
ponds

all over this part of the country. They were staying for him the one who had
been t here when they hatched, who had tal ked to them and cared for them
protected them |oved them They wanted him

A wild hope grewin his heart. "Come on!" Fie waved his arns at the birds.

" Cone

with nme!" Turning, he ran toward the dark edge of the forest, three fields
away,

across the newy plowed furrows that were so treacherous to a horse's delicate
| egs.

At first, they didn't seemto understand. Then the injured bird leapt into the
air and followed him awkwardly flapping its cut wing. Fie glanced back over
hi s

shoul der and saw the others staring. Please! he thought at themwith all his
mght. W can't stay here anynore! Cone on

Then they rose into the sky and sailed after him a great pink and white
cl oud,
their cries strangely gl ad.

Sweat poured down his cheeks and his straining |ungs ached for air as he
raced,

but there was no time to stop and catch his breath. Behind him he heard the
jingle of harness and nen yelling. They nust have seen him but they would
either have to | eave their horses or go slowy across the plowed ground. If he
could just make it to the forest, they would never find him

Half a field lay ahead of him a quarter. He slipped and fell face down in the
soft black dirt. Spitting, he scranbled up, but now the hooves were upon him
A

whi p snapped and caught himfull across the back. Stunned by its hot bite, he
spraw ed forward across the furrows. Voices |aughed, |oud and hearty. A
shifting

forest of horses' |egs surrounded him

Over head, the flock wheel ed and swooped back over the men and homes. He heard



rifles crack as the pink and white birds descended, flapping and honki ng.

The horses squeal ed and shied. Ungern |urched back onto his feet and dodged
bet ween the frightened, plunging horses as their riders sawed at the reins for
control. He stared in amazenent; his birds were a storm of beating w ngs and
sl ashi ng shar p-poi nted beaks. The air was thick with the smell of freshly
turned

dirt and sweaty horses and burnt gunpowder.

Several of the landlord' s nen fell; some put their heels to their nmounts and
fled. Those remaining fired their rifles at the angry birds, but it was
i npossible to aimaccurately astride the terrified horses.

Ungern put his head down and ran until he broke into the wel com ng cool green
shade of the trees. Behind him the flock abandoned its attack and sail ed
after

himinto the safety of the forest.

Two days later, his birds led himto a backed-up creek bottom where | ong ago

t he

trees had been flooded out, creating a shrouded, nmarshy depression in which

t hey

could safely rest and feed. The sunlight slanted down in broad gol den rays, so
intense, it seened he could walk on it up into the sky. The air was thick with
the scent of green growing things and rich black nud, and best of all, the
surrounding trees were alive with an incredi ble assortnment of birds. Ungern
cobbl ed together a lean-to of dead-fall wood close to the cattail -choked

wat er,

and sat there, thinking, while his birds waded and fi shed.

For sone reason, as the next several days passed, his flock becane

i ncreasingly

pink in sharp contrast to their black-edged feathers and bills. He watched

t hem

for hours, studying the way they stood on one | eg when resting in the water,
and

the el egant curve of their necks as they slept with their heads tucked agai nst
their backs. No matter what anyone said, they were gl orious.

In nost ways, he found hinself content; he had never been nmuch of a farnmer,
and

to his surprise, Sonya's absence was actually cheering. But even so, sonething
was mssing in the vast green silence under the towering trees -- sonething

i mportant that he could not nane.

As the long, |azy days passed, his birds grew restless and sought other

f eedi ng

grounds, often leaving for nore than a week at a tinme. He nmissed them but
realized it was right. They weren't babies anynore. They had their own
bird-thoughts to think, their own lives to live. He had shared sonet hi ng
speci al

with them but it was tinme to nove on.

Soneti mes he thought that perhaps he should travel south to where his birds
m ght winter and no one knew him But always, for some reason he could not
nane,

something in his heart whispered stay.

Then one afternoon when he was fishing fromthe bank, he heard a rustle in the
bushes. His heart lurched painfully as he turned around. Had the Lord



Kreutzwal d's men finally found hinf

"So | see that you've decided to join nme after all." Konstantin Poeg scratched
his nose. "About tinme soneone finally listened. |I'mhalf-dead as it is. Now

| ook

at this nightingale nest." He parted the stiffly interwoven branches of a
brambl e t hi cket and reveal ed a nest containing six olive-brown eggs. He picked
one up and listened to it. "Ah, just right." He passed it to Ungern

Ungern hesitantly pressed the egg to his ear~ the shell was cool and snpoth,
silent.

The ol d man picked up another one and cracked it over the nest. Ungern

gl i mpsed
two small gol den-brown seeds within. Hi s breath caught in his chest.

They left the other four eggs in place. No need to be greedy, and besides, as
Poeg pointed out, people wanted nore than just nightingales. There were
war bl ers

and shrikes and wagtails and swi fts and

The dazzling possibilities stretched out before Ungern as he foll owed the old

peddl er through the forest, a lifetime spent in pursuit of an infinite variety
of birds. He would watch them follow them share their nests and their

t houghts. It would be the best of all possible lives, and the nost inportant.

Because no nmatter what anyone said, there was always roomfor nore beauty in
t he
wor | d.



