Redemption
By Judith Owens
Sir Raymond Dresari was depressed. This was not a normal state of mind for him. However, since a rather unexpected night at a nunnery some weeks ago, depression had settled on him like an old soggy blanket, and he didn’t even have the touch of God to buoy up his spirits any more. He sighed.
The inn that some idiot had let von Heisenberg pick wasn’t helping. For starters they all had to share a room, which meant Harmony and Lyssa got the bed while the rest of them had to make do with blankets and cloaks. It also meant that that Octavia had purposely picked a patch of floor next to him…if it was anything like the last time, he was going to have to try and ignore Octavia whispering suggestions to him all damn night…
The other problem was singing in the corner. The innkeeper liked to have entertainers in to keep the punters happy, and tonight’s musician was a woman wearing, well, not all that much. Not that this meant much to Dresari – he had wondered how she wasn’t freezing in the cool autumn air – but it had meant that the inn was rather crowded, and that Octavia had had to be dragged away by Rachel and Harmony with threats of violence. He considered going out for a walk, but that would mean going upstairs to fetch his cloak. Dresari sat in his corner and moped.
Some time later, the singer had packed up and the crowds had dispersed somewhat. Dresari was still in his corner when she appeared again from the direction of the kitchen door, now wrapped in a large cloak and with her instruments safely boxed and slung over her shoulder. She swept across the room and stepped out of the main door. Moments later, Dresari heard raised voices from outside.
“Come on girly, give us a dance!”
“Will you leave me alone?!”

Dresari stood up and walked as quietly as is possible in armour over to the door. The singer was backed up against the inn wall, blatantly eyeing up escape possibilities while holding a knife out in a defensive gesture. The two large workmen harassing her jumped when he clapped a hand on each of their shoulders.
“I think the lady doesn’t want anything to do with you,” he stated. “I suggest you go away.”

The pair took one startled look at his armour and stumbled off into the night. The singer sheathed her knife and smiled at him.
‘Huzzah, fortune smiles once again!’ though Kadija to herself. She was fairly sure she could have gotten out of that mess on her own, but it probably would have gotten messy. She looked her rescuer up and down – a knight in shining armour. “You wouldn’t happen to have a white stallion, would you?” she said without thinking.
“I do have a horse, yes,” replied the knight, plainly confused.

One short step brought her right next to him. “If I recall my stories correctly, if a brave knight rescues a damsel in distress, she should offer him something in return,” she said teasingly, standing on tiptoe and gazing into his eyes. She noticed the look of panic and grinned. “Buy you a drink?”
Dresari wasn’t quite sure what had happened. One moment he’d been chasing off a couple of drunks, the next he’d been dragged back inside the inn, sat down at a bench, and now had a large mug of cider. He stared at it disconsolately.
Kadija watched him with concern. She remembered now, he’d been in the common room through all her set just sitting in the corner alone. She’d tried singing songs just for him but he hadn’t even twitched. Despite the trouble that the clans had had with knights before, her heart softened towards him.

“I’m sorry, I haven’t even introduced myself properly.” She half-bowed in her seat. “Kadija, at your service.”

Dresari looked up. “Oh, Sir Raymond Dresari at yours.” He tried a half-smile, then gave up and went back to staring at his mug.

Kadija was, should she be thoroughly honest with herself, intrigued. She wasn’t used to being ignored this much while in her performing outfit, particularly not by male persons. In addition this particular male person was radiating unhappiness so strongly that she was amazed that the bench he was sitting on wasn’t weeping. She reached out and put a hand on his. He flinched automatically, eyes betraying sudden worry as he shifted back to the present.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” she reassured him, withdrawing her hand seeming-casually. In truth, the unconscious rejection of her sympathy had cut somewhat; this made her all the more determined to find out what was the matter.

Dresari had another go at summoning up a smile. “I beg your pardon, miss, I was miles away.”
“It’s Kadija, not miss. Want to talk about what’s bothering you?” The direct approach with sympathetic eyes had never failed before. For a second, she thought it might have finally met its match, but then she spotted the slight indecision in his face and pressed her advantage. “Think of it like this: I am a stranger to you, and as such have no prior judgement. You’ll feel better if you talk to someone. And,” she grinned a little wickedly, “I promise not to write a song about it.” She held up both her hands, crossed so as to form the shape of a bird, “Promise on my voice.”
Dresari mulled her words over. She was probably right, talking might make him feel better, although a priest might be preferable to an itinerant singer. That swear had been odd though; the way she had spoken of her voice had made it sound like some precious jewel or holy relic, and while it was a pleasant enough voice it hadn’t sounded all that special when she was singing drinking songs earlier. Still, she seemed sincere…

He sighed. “Alright…it happened a few weeks ago…” He recounted most of the story, only leaving out certain details that he felt were unfit for delicate ears. Kadija listened intently, face solemn. When he finished, he leaned back, waiting for the denunciations to begin.

“Did you hurt him?”

Kadija could see this was not what he expected to hear. When he hadn’t replied after a minute, she repeated the question.

“Well, no…at least, I don’t think so…she hasn’t complained since, quite the opposite…” Dresari finally managed to stutter out.
Kadija was faintly surprised by the use of ‘she’, but asked the question on her mind anyway. “Then where is the problem?”

“Problem?!” Dresari almost yelped, sitting up straight. “The problem is that I am a paladin, a holy knight of God. I have committed a mortal sin, and God has withdrawn his blessing from me!” He slumped down, glaring at her for not getting the point.

Kadija looked him squarely in the eye. “If that is so, then I feel that God is being too hard on you. After all, you did not cause your friend hurt, and by the sound of it you weren’t in your own mind.” She sighed at the foolishness of knights. “But who am I to question His will?”

A quick glance at the waking stars out of the window told her that unless she left this instant she was going to be late. She couldn’t leave him like this though; if anything, he looked worse now than he had while moping that afternoon. Oh well, only one thing to do.
“You are staying at this place, right?” Dresari nodded, eyes wary. “Then go upstairs, change into something a little less…noticeable, and I’ll wait for you down here. Alright?” Dresari didn’t move. “Look, you’ve decided your soul is tainted, is that not so? In which case, you can come and have a little fun tonight, forget your troubles, and go back to being anguished in the morning. Go, upstairs!” She practically vaulted off of her bench and shooed a startled Dresari off of his and up the stairs to the guest rooms.

‘What have I let myself in for?’ Dresari thought to himself. Heading towards the door of their room, he half-contemplated hiding behind the bed until his new friend got bored and left. However, he had a sneaking suspicion that she would come looking for him, and he didn’t feel like explaining why a half-dressed gypsy would be trying to drag him off for a night of fun. Luckily for him, he found only Lyssa and Harm in residence.
“Before you ask, Octavia’s gone for a night on the town, Rachel’s sleeping on her carpet–”

“Again,” interjected Harm.

 “And I’d say from the look on your face you’re abandoning us too?” Lyssa grinned lopsidedly. “Praying again?”

Dresari shifted uneasily. “Just…something.” Now he was here, he remembered he didn’t actually have anything other than armour with him. Maybe he could improvise…

“Lost something?” Both Harm and Lyssa were watching him from the bed.

A cloak and a horse blanket. Not good for improvising. Dresari sighed. “Do you think I might be able to borrow some clothing from the innkeeper?”

“Why?” Lyssa asked, eyebrow raised.

“Yes, why borrow from a stranger? Octavia and Rachel left packs here, I’m sure they won’t mind.” Harmony met their bemused looks with a smile. “What?”
In the end, both Lyssa and Harmony helped Dresari kit himself out with items borrowed from the packs. Despite the rather snug fit of some of the clothing, they managed to make him presentable and turned him out of the room with well wishes and threats of what they’d do to him if he woke them up when he came back. Kadija was waiting for him in the common room still, now carrying an extra bag over one shoulder.

She smiled warmly at him, obviously uncomfortable in his borrowed finery. “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming back, my boy. Here, take this,” she said, unslinging the bag from her shoulder and passing it to him. “I’d keep it under your cloak if I were you. Now, follow me!” She grabbed his free hand and dragged him out of the door.

Dresari found it hard to keep up. After a while she let go of his hand, and once or twice it was only laughter and the swirl of multicoloured skirt as she disappeared around a corner that allowed him to track her.
Kadija finally slowed her steps as they passed into the warehouse district. Dresari caught up and grabbed hold of her cloak to stop her slipping off. “Why are we here?” he whispered. He sounded vulnerable without armour or sword. Kadija offered her hand unthinkingly. “There’s a merchant that let’s us borrow his warehouse if he’s not using it in exchange for favours,” she whispered back. “We’re nearly there.”

‘We?’ thought Dresari as they approached one of the warehouses. This one differed from the others – light was visible under the door, and the sound of talking could be heard faintly from within. Kadija knocked and slapped the door in an obvious signal. Someone opened it and she stepped through, Dresari following nervously.

“Skylark!” Master Wren hailed her from across the room, his voice carrying easily over the chatter. She waved back cheerily and started to cross the room. Behind her, Dresari stepped forward to follow, only to find his way suddenly blocked by a staff across his chest. He blinked and looked at the young man holding it quizzically.
“You are not welcome here,” the man stated bluntly.
Skylark suddenly missed the presence of Dresari behind her and whirled round. “Raven, leave him be! I invited him, if you have an issue take it up with me!” She placed one hand on the staff with the intention of jabbing Raven in the stomach with the end if the opportunity presented itself.

“Children, children!” She was still surprised by how fast Master Wren could move when necessary. “There is no need for this! Skylark, if you’re invoking guest-right you’d better do it properly.”
“Masters and ladies all!” A spinning step brought her to stand beside Dresari as the hubbub died down. “I present to you my friend Dresari. I, Lady Skylark, vouch for him this night.” She clapped him on the back as she said this, not so incidentally causing her cloak to swirl and reveal the daggers tucked into her belt. Master Wren winked at her, but just said, “Well met, Dresari. Have you brought guest-price?”

Dresari was more than a little confused. Had Kadija mentioned a guest-price? What was one anyway? And why had her name changed? Luckily he caught her whisper of “Give him the bag!” Quickly sliding it off of his shoulder, he passed it over to the older man who seemed to be in charge. The man opened it and examined the contents. “Hmm, not a bad vintage…these will do nicely.” He tossed the bag to someone else, and the bottles of wine were quickly added to a table of food and drink in a corner. 

“One of your favourites, as I recall,” Master Wren said to Skylark with a bemused look. “As for you, Raven my lad…” He took a perturbed-looking Raven by the shoulder and led him to one side. Skylark beamed at Dresari and noticed his confusion. “What’s the matter, boyo?”
Dresari gestured round the warehouse at the people, food and all. “What’s going on? And why are you calling yourself skylark now, is it a translation?”
“This, my friend, is an unofficial gathering of the bards of the clans, and,” she pointed several people who looked like ordinary townsfolk, “a few others we like. Now including you.” She grinned and stuck her tongue out in response to his startled expression. “Think of this as a chance for us to regroup and rest when we don’t have to be on our best behaviour. Gives people a chance to find road partners and teachers, learn new songs, and mostly just have a damn good time. Of course,” she continued with a small frown, “there’s always some who think we should only use our skills for the clans, not for fun and certainly not for earning a bit of money while on the road, hence the unofficial part.”
She paused to exchange greetings with one of the others before resuming, “As for my name, it’s traditional for us musickers to take bird names. We used to have a problem of people kidnapping us for personal entertainment though, so these days we use our birthname amongst outclan and our real name when among civilised folk.” Dresari gave her a look, and she giggled. “The rude young man at the door is Raven, the older man who’s in charge tonight is Master Wren, and as you now know I am Skylark.”

She glanced over to her former teacher as she spoke, and noticed him make a distinct ‘come here’ gesture to her. “Are you going to be alright on your own for a few minutes? I think Master Wren wants to talk to me about something…” She trailed off at the slightly lost look in Dresari’s eyes, then rallied. “Don’t worry, people here won’t bite. Go get yourself a drink, I’ll be back as soon as I can, okay?” She hurried off before he could reply.
“Another of your waifs and strays, my chela?” Master Wren had moved to a place by the pile packs in order to give a semblance of privacy.

Skylark gazed into the distance, focussed on memory. “He looked so lost and lonely…I just had to do something.” She turned and looked Master Wren squarely in the eye. “You understand, don’t you?”
Master Wren heard the note of pleading in her voice. “Skylark, you don’t have to get my approval for the things you do any more. I just worry for you, that’s all. You spend more time outclan than any other bard-”
“Maybe that’s because I know that our bards and healers can look after our own, but in the outside world they have no one.” The edge to her words startled him more than the interruption.

“Anyway, how do you know that these outsiders you pick up are safe? What if one of them attacks you?”
“Quite the opposite in Dresari’s case; he gave me a hand in a sticky situation this evening.” The casual tone set a spark to Master Wren’s anger.

“Hellfires girl! One of these days you’re going to get into trouble you can’t handle when there’s no one to help!” He grabbed her shoulder, but she shook him off with a cold glare.

“And until then, I shall help people and laugh and sing and make merry. Speaking of which…” Skylark bounded away, leapt up onto a convenient crate and called out, “This is meant to be a party, so where’s the entertainment?”
Someone yelled back, “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a volunteer!” Skylark groaned internally, so much for her getting-away-from-Wren plan.

“And after I spent all evening working as well! Fine, any requests from the rabble?” Chaos ensued as people shouted out their favourite songs and dances, until Raven’s voice suddenly cut through it all.

“I heard a rumour that a certain lady has been learning Rani’s dance on the sly. Want to share?” The group roared its approval and those who knew the music hunted up their instruments.

‘Oh, Hell,’ thought Skylark. She really didn’t feel up to dancing the dance, at least not until she’d gotten her emotions back under control, and she’d never danced it properly with a partner before.  Dancing it now, unpractised, in front of other bards…The crowd parted randomly, as crowds are wont to do, and suddenly there was a corridor between her and Dresari. He was wearing the despondent, defensive look once more; her heart twisted, and she silently vowed that she would dance this right, just for him. As the crowd shifted to form a dance floor, she took up her place in the centre, moved into the first stance and waited.
Dresari jumped as someone took him by the arm. He looked round to find his view blocked by the tallest woman he’d ever seen. “Come on stranger, Skylark needs room to move,” she said warmly, leading him off to the edge of the room. She sank bonelessly into a sitting position and patted the floor next to her invitingly; Dresari gingerly joined her, unsure of her intentions. He heard a fiddle squeak and glanced across the rapidly-emptying floor; clustered at one end of the room was an impromptu band comprising of a pair of fiddles, a few flutes, a harp and a trio with hand drums of varying sizes. Kad- no, Skylark, he’d get it right eventually, was motionless in the centre of the circle, posed and poised.
One of the drummers started up a heart-beat rhythm, a fiddle began to wail, and the dance began. Skylark’s movements were slow and strangely halting, but they fit the feel of the music perfectly. In an odd flash of insight, Dresari thought of the movement of a wounded bird…
The giantess leaned over and whispered in his ear. “Do you know this dance?” Dresari shook his head mutely.

“It’s a story, one of the oldest stories we have. Rani was one of the first daughters of the clans, a maiden virtuous and pure of spirit. But for all she tried, she couldn’t find herself a partner to give her heart to, and as such was lonely and sad. One of the demon lords noticed this and came up with a plan to destroy her.” On cue, one of the fiddles shifted to a new melody, dark and threatening. “They instructed an incubus to take on human form and win her heart, body and soul, then crush her utterly. Not long after, a man called Chiav appeared at Rani’s clan’s encampment and began to woo her.” A young man sitting on the opposite side to the circle slowly rose and stepped onto the dance floor. He followed Skylark’s movements behind her back for several moments before she apparently noticed him and turned to face him. “As the demons had planned, Rani fell for him completely; but, much to Chiav’s surprise, he fell just as hard. Even though he was a demon, he could not bring himself to hurt the mortal he had grown to love.” The music swirled and sped up, the dancers moving so swiftly and with such joyous abandon that it was a miracle they didn’t collide. Even under all this it was still possible to hear the single fiddle and drum playing the demon lords’ theme…
“All was happiness and joy until one day, the demon lords called Chiav back to report.” At the height of the music the musicians suddenly fell still, the dancers in a precarious tableau, each barely supporting the other. Skylark slowly shifted into the opening pose and stood still as a marble statue. A slow rhythm on a solitary drum signalled the return of the demon lords. “The incubus, still in human form, tried to persuade the lords that there was no need to tempt Rani, or at least that he needed more time to make her fall more complete, but they were having none of it.” Now all three fiddles played the theme, each somehow harmonising with the others. The young man stretched out his arms in supplication to the unseen evil, each gesture imploring.
“Chiav finally fled from Hell back to Rani. The only thing he could think of was to confess everything and leave her life forever. However, just as he was about to tell her, the demon lords used their power to steal away his human form and force him to show her his true face.” Once more the music reached a tumultuous crescendo and cut out; the young man, in the act of holding out his arms to Skylark, suddenly dropped to a crouch, curled in on himself and hiding his face. “Rani didn’t run or hide or fight. When Chiav tried to explain, she told him that whatever he had planned didn’t matter because she loved him, and forgave him with all her heart. As soon as she said this, a miracle happened.”
The harp which had mostly remained silent all this time sounded out in a series of rippling notes, the flutes took up the descant. Skylark took hold of her partner’s hands and drew him back up to stand by her. They both took one tremulous step in unison, then another and another as the lovers’ melody gained in strength once more. “God saw the love between the two and blessed it. Chiav regained his human form and gained a soul, under the condition that he would never hurt Rani or allow her to be harmed, and as such was out of the reach of the demon lords for all time. Rani and Chiav went on to become the first true bards, and it’s said that the reason we’re often mischievous is because of the demon blood still running in our veins,” finished the giantess quietly. Both music and dancers whirled and leapt to a final, triumphant conclusion, Skylark and her partner falling into each other’s arms in a passionate embrace as the instruments sang out a hymn to love.
The crowd went wild; Dresari included much to his own surprise. His own experiences of dancers and dancing had been the formal teaching from his childhood and the occasional ball his parents had made him attend, nothing like this rhythmic madness full of heart and soul. He went to stand up to go and congratulate her and nearly got knocked over by other people with the same idea. “You might want to stay put,” his new friend said, putting a steadying hand on his shoulder, “Everyone’s going to want to talk to her after that.” She gave him an oddly speculative look and smiled wolfishly. “You liked that, didn’t you?”
“I’ve never seen anything like it before…” Dresari replied enthusiastically.

“You know what Skylark would really like? If you complimented her in our language, she’d be thrilled.” The giantess grinned. “I could teach you something, if you’d like?”

“Please!”
“Alright, just copy what I say…”

On the former dance floor, Kadija was being pelted by compliments and questions from all sides. While outwardly she was being restrained and polite, in the safety of her mind she was bouncing around in glee. Focussing on Dresari had paid off – not only had she gotten through the dance without a hitch, but she’d done it with flair too. Eventually she managed to work round to congratulating Bluejay on dancing Chiav so well, then pushed her way through the crowd to where she’d seen Dresari sitting with one of her friends, making loud comments about it being someone else’s turn as she went.

She slumped down next to Dresari, noting the ache in her muscles, and said cheerfully, “Well, what do you think?”
Dresari replied, a little slowly and unsurely, “Your body is beautiful, will you fondle my buttocks?”
Skylark blushed so hard it hurt. “Where did you learn that?” she managed to ask him after a few moments.

Dresari was looking worried, obviously not expecting her reaction. “I learned it from…oh, she’s gone,” he said, turning to look for the giantess.

“Let me guess, that tall woman who was sitting with you? Right, I’ll be back in a minute.” Skylark leapt up as best she could and headed across the room, ignoring the group that were trying to set up for a new performance. Dresari got to his feet but stayed put as asked.

He was trying to peer through the crowd when he heard a woman scream with laughter. Moments later the giantess burst through the crowd and dived behind him, laughing, “Oh save me brave sir, save me!” Skylark advanced towards them, trying to look stern, but the twinkle in her eye said otherwise. Dresari met her gaze and did the only thing he could. He stepped smartly to one side and Skylark pounced. A brief tussle later and she was victorious, sitting on top of the giantess.
“I win! Blue, apologise to Dresari!” she crowed.

Blue stuck her tongue out. “Don’ wanna!”

Skylark giggled. “Come on Blue, I won, you have to behave now.”

Blue grinned back. “Only because I let you, squirt.” She craned her head round so she could see Dresari. “Sorry Dresari, it’s a trick I play on all of Skylark’s outclan friends. I hope you don’t mind…”
“It’s alright, I still have no idea what I said, so I’ll forgive you.” Dresari grinned, “For now, at any rate.”

Skylark danced triumphantly inside her mind – he’d finally smiled! Breakthrough!

“Any chance I could have my wife back? We’ve been bullied into doing the next set.” A small, bird-like man had joined them while they were talking.

“Are you sure you want her, Coal?” Skylark yelped as Blue easily pushed her off and stood up. She beamed up at Blue unrepentantly. “See you later, girl-mountain!”

“Don’t let squirt here bully you too much, Dresari, we’ll be back to rescue you soon.” Coal took Blue’s hand and they wandered off to finish getting ready. Skylark tugged on Dresari’s sleeve to get him to sit down again.
“I thought you said all bards are named after birds?” Dresari queried.

“Oh, you mean Blue and Coal? They’re just a pair of tits,” Kadija explained with a snigger. Dresari thought about it, groaned and buried his face in his arm.

True to Blue’s words, after she and Coal had finished their duet they came back to sit with Skylark and Dresari. They chatted quietly amongst themselves and watched the performances until someone struck up a rousing group dance tune. Coal and Blue instantly leapt up to join the circle, but Skylark noticed a certain reluctance on Dresari’s part and stayed put. However, when the music ended and another group dance was called, she dragged him upright. “Come on my boy, this will be fun!”
“But I don’t know how to dance like this!” Dresari almost whined.

Skylark towed him over to where Blue and Coal were waiting. “Just follow everyone else and you’ll be fine.” A thought suddenly struck her, and she laughed, “Pretend it’s weapons drill or something, you’ll have no problem!”

The band struck up and the dancers began to move. Luckily it was one of those dances where everything was done by one couple then the other, and Skylark had purposely made sure that she and Dresari were second. It was a rowdy stomp with much clapping of hands and twirling of partners, in particular the men picking up their partners and twirling them in the air. The first few times Skylark took pity on Dresari and lead him into a simple, one-handed, feet on the floor spin, well aware that her performing costume didn’t leave him with many ‘safe’ choices of handholds. Dresari didn’t notice the gesture, being too amused at Blue twirling Coal instead.
Towards the end of the dance, Dresari finally felt he was getting the hang of things. This time, when Skylark held out a hand for the twirl, he grabbed her round the waist, lifted her into the air and spun round, copying the rest of the dancers. Skylark let out a loud whoop of surprise and grinned hugely at him when he put her down.

After that she let him lead in all the dances.

Hours later, the foursome were sitting to one side once more, listening to an older woman singing something comic about a horse. Blue and Coal had stopped paying attention and were whispering sweet nothings to each other. Well, maybe not so sweet, given how Blue kept blushing…Dresari smiled at the thought and tried to bite back a yawn unsuccessfully. Skylark, who was using Dresari’s shoulder as a pillow, felt rather than heard it. She looked up and said in a low voice, “Walk you home?”
“Are you sure?” he whispered back, “I don’t want you wandering about alone at this time of night.”

“Relax, Wren will bully someone into following after to keep an eye on me.” She hoisted herself to her feet and held out a hand to Dresari. He quickly said his goodbyes to Blue and Coal, collected his cloak and blanket and followed her out of the door. 

Without thinking Kadija took his hand once more, and they ambled their way back to Dresari’s inn. After a block she looked round and giggled. “See, told you I wouldn’t be walking back alone…” Dresari peered round and spotted a disconsolate-looking Bluejay wandering along behind them, obviously cold. The rest of the way was walked in companionable silence, Kadija flicking the occasional pleased glance in Dresari’s direction. He probably hadn’t noticed, but there was a lightness in his step that hadn’t been there on the outward journey. For all of Wren’s warnings, if she could help people like this it was worth it…
As they approached the inn, Dresari was in something of a quandary – what precisely was the etiquette for saying good night to a gypsy who’d kidnapped you and forced you to have fun? He turned to thank Kadija for the evening, only to find her fumbling with her necklace. After a moment’s struggle, she managed to unfasten it from around her neck. “I hope you enjoyed tonight,” she said with a smile, “I know I did.” The smile slid away and she sighed. “Listen, chances are we won’t cross paths again, so I want you to have this.” She slid one of the charms off of her necklace and handed it to him. Dresari examined it. It was just a simple copper disc, enamelled with a bird on one side and with a mark scratched onto the other. He looked at her quizzically.
“It’s a favour token. If you ever want to talk, or if you ever need help, just take this to the clans and say I gave it to you.” She fastened the necklace back around her neck and went to walk away. On impulse, Dresari stopped her with a hand on her shoulder and hugged her. “Thank you,” he whispered. When he let her go she just smiled, gave a little bow, and turned to head back to the party. She paused after a few steps and half-turned. “By the way Dresari, for what it’s worth…I forgive you.” She walked into the night, Bluejay falling in beside her.
Dresari watched them go, playing with the token absentmindedly. As they moved out of sight he smiled, pocketing the token and knocking on the inn door. Odd though it seemed, it had been worth more than she knew. The innkeeper opened the door and he stepped through, leaving the darkness behind him.
