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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

 

Clara looked out on the town that day, and wondered if there was a wizard who could make her invisible.

She had spent her life in the village of Tall Glen, which was in the kingdom of Wildthorn. In most ways it was a rather common life. She was born to a farmer and his wife. She had two older brothers. The only toys she had were those she made from sticks.

In one way, though, it was quite the uncommon life. She could remember a day, when she was small, and a bard had come through the village. That itself wasn’t unusual. Bards would come through at least twice a year. This particular bard had something with him, something Clara had never seen before. He looked at it before and after he performed.

“What is that?” she asked, pointing at the object.

“It’s a book,” he answered.

“What’s a book?”

“It’s something you read.”

“What’s read?”

He opened the book and showed it to her. “Do you see the marks on the page?”

She nodded her head the instant she saw them.

“Those are letters. You put letters together to make words.”

“Make words?”

“Just as talking makes words.”

“It’s like talking?”

“Only you look at the letters together, and the book talks to you.”

“Can it talk to me?”

“Only if you know how to read.”

“Can you teach me?”

He shook his head. “I haven’t the time, little girl.” He reached into his traveling sack. He pulled out another book, much slimmer than the one he’d shown her. “I will give you this.”

“For me?”

“As long as you take care of it, and you ask your parents and the other adults of the village to help you.”

She took the book from his hands and held it to her chest. “I will.”

“When I come back here, I’ll see if you’ve made progress. If you have, I’ll try to give you another book.”

“I will! I will!”

The book was the first important thing she ever owned.

After the bard left she did as he instructed. Her parents couldn’t help her read. Only the man who owned the grain mill in the village could. As the bard had come early in the autumn, the miller only had the time to show her the letters and the sounds they made. Clara was on her own the rest of the time.

It took her several days but she was able to decipher the book. She already knew quite a few words as she’d learned to talk. Putting the letters together showed her that the letters matched sounds she knew. Words that weren’t so obvious on the page, like “they” and “sheep,” she puzzled out from saying them aloud.

As it turned out the book was a small volume of common villages tales. She’d heard them all before, from bards and her parents. Yet it was a different experience for her, reading as opposed to listening. She could real the tales anytime she wanted to, while if she wanted to hear them, a bard had to come to the village, or her parents had to have the time to tell them.

Reading the book also made her realize that the bard owned at least one other book. That book was thicker than the book he’d shown her before putting it away. There had to be other books in the world. Those books might well have tales she enjoyed that weren’t in the book she owned. They might have tales she’d never heard before.

She asked her parents how she might acquire other books. They told her other books cost coins that they didn’t have to spend. They also couldn’t take time away from the farm to travel to buy books. “You’ll have to see what the next bard says,” he father advised.

The next bard to come to the village the following spring wasn’t interested in giving her any of his books. That made her sad. One made an unexpected visit during the summer. He wasn’t willing to part with any of his, but he was willing to “loan” one of his to her. “I’ll need it back when I come back,” he’d said. Clara agreed to the bargain. That bard passed through late in the autumn. She had to give him back his book.

That experience told her that if she couldn’t get books as gifts she could ask to borrow a book from a bard and return it. About half the bards who came through the village were unwilling to do even that much. But several were happy to do so. Clara always treated their books with the utmost care, which made them all the happier to have dealt with her.

As for the bard who had given her one of his books, he did return to Tall Glen three years later. He did indeed remember her, though he said she was taller than before. He gave her another of his books, a stouter volume. He didn’t make any promises about coming back or giving her books, but he did say that he’d try to do both.

The books she read opened the world up for Clara. She found early on that not all books contained tales and ballads. A couple were about the past of Wildthorn. Others were about the pasts of other domains. At first she wasn’t sure if those places were real. But since a few of those domains’ histories mentioned the kingdom she lived in, the one she knew was real, then those others had to be real as well. This in turn told her that the world was more than just her village, the others nearby, and the town where the castle was. The world was made up of kingdoms and dukedoms, mountains and plains, seas and great rivers.

Other books were about how someone was supposed to behave in the society of a town. A few offered notions on how the world came to be or what animals lived in the world. One book spoke of how to live a moral life. One was nothing but descriptions of battles. As she grew up she read that the world could be a dangerous place but also a wondrous place.

The only trouble for her with all this reading was the expansion it gave to her mind. The play of the other village boys and girls was fun, but none of them shared her interest in reading. As they got older the boys expressed their interest in following their fathers in their trades. The girls wanted to be mothers. No one wanted to find out about the world described in the pages of the books Clara read.

This disinterest turned into mockery. No one could be too vicious. After all, unless you were married off to someone in a nearby village, you would spend all your life around those you mocked. The boy you made fun of at a younger age could become the farmer you had to work with to bring in a crop when you became adults. The girl you laughed at might serve you food at a village festival once she was grown and had married. No one wanted to be so hated by their neighbors that they could be threatened or ignored later in life.

Clara still had to endure some amount of jests from from the other village youth. None of it was particularly painful. Most was over how impractical it was for a village girl to read about the world when village life, either their or in a nearby village, was all she was ever going to experience. She was silly, she dreamed too much, and she’d never amount to a good wife.

Then came her transition from girl to young woman. Her face and figure became fair to look at. She was no longer a silly girl but the beauty of Tall Glen. Yet she wasn’t so enamored of her looks that she forgot the jests she’d gotten from the boys a few years earlier. She dismissed their attentions and pointed them at the other women of the village.

This didn’t cause troubles for her with the other young ladies of the village. They were pleased and relieved that Clara had no interest in the young men they pursued. It did mean that her parents became more demanding on her. She had to cast her eye farther to find a husband. That meant travel.

On that particular day, it meant going to the town of Smith’s Ford with her father for the town’s harvest festival. Although town boys and village boys seemed on the surface to be different, to her they were much the same. They wanted little to do with books and the larger world. What mattered to them were good jobs and a wife who could cook, clean, and bear children.

She had been to Smith’s Ford in the spring. She didn’t enjoy her time there then. She was dreading her return. All the folk she hadn’t wanted to talk to were still there. The young ladies who had glared at her with flowers in their hair were glaring again, only now they had tiny branches with colored leaves wrapped around their heads. The young men who gaped at her and had nothing to say were gaping again, and their talk was still dull.

She wanted to be invisible. However, wizards did not work cheap, and witches didn’t know the proper spell. So she stuck close to her father and endured the best she could.

The one sight that lifted her spirit was that a bard she’d spoken to over the years back in Tall Glen was entertaining at the town. She sought the man out to talk with him. His hair wasn’t as brown as it used to be, and there wasn’t as much of it as there used to be. His voice was still as strong as ever. She approached him after he’d sung a couple of ballads.

“It’s me, Clara, the book girl from Tall Glen,” she said.

His eyes narrowed. “I daresay you’re not a girl anymore.”

“No, I’m not.”

“You didn’t come all this way for poor old me, did you?”

“No. Father brought me. I’m supposed to be searching for a husband.”

The bard gave her a gap-toothed smile. “You’re lovely, but I’m taken.”

She grinned. “You’re still a charmer.”

“That I am.”

“Are you coming to Tall Glen after you’re done here?”

“Not this autumn, I fear.”

“Why not?”

“The chill gets to me sooner each autumn. Makes going to every town and village harder and harder.”

She took another look at the bard. She hadn’t noticed at first, but there were lines around his eyes, much like those around her father’s eyes. His movements while he sang weren’t as grand as she’d remembered. His signing voice still had weight but had less while he spoke.

“You’re growing old,” she said.

“We all do, sooner or later.”

“I understand. I suppose I shouldn’t ask to borrow any books from you.”

“I would be happy to lend you one, but I only carry what I work from these days.”

“Oh, but that’s so sad.”

“It is. Since I can’t carry as much, I don’t travel as much. Bad circle, that.”

“Well, I’m glad to have seen you.”

He bowed his head. “As have I. Are you going to do something with all that knowledge in your head?”

“I’ve been trying to find something. I haven’t had any luck so far.”

“Well, then, this night I shall pray for you.”

“You’re too kind.”

He gave her a nod, and she curtsied to him. She turned and walked away. She noticed that the instant she’d gone to chat with the bard her father had wandered away. She decided to head for the side of the central town market where the blacksmith was working. Her father had mentioned tools on the way to Smith’s Ford. She suspected he’d used her interest to pursue one of his own.

Halfway through the town square a young man stepped into her way. He was on the tall side of average, with a strong build, good clothes, and a wry smile. “Hello, there, fair maiden,” he said.

“Hello to you,” she replied.

“Have you a name, my beauty?”

“My name is Clara, and I’m not your beauty.” She tried to step around him.

He kept in front of her. “You’re not from town, are you?”

“No.”

“May I ask where you are from?”

“No.”

“Come, but you’re a stubborn one.”

“I have somewhere I wish to be.”

“Can I at least get you to answer one question?”

She clenched her jaw and frowned. “Very well.”

“How is that to you know Master Alvin?”

She relaxed. “The bard? Why?”

“Tell me how you know him, and I’ll tell you why I asked.”

“He’s come to my village.”

The young man smiled and shook his head. “No one recalls every village girl they meet, even if they are as pretty as you. I saw you talk to him. He knows you and you know him. How does an old bard like him know a fair young lady like yourself?”

She sighed. “If you must know, you charming rogue, I’ve gotten to know several of the bards who came though our village.”

The charm disappeared from his face. His eyes widened slightly. “You do? You aren’t hoping to be a bard yourself, are you?”

“No.”

“Then, why have you come to know them?”

“There was one who showed me one of his books. I was a small girl then, and I’d never seen a book before. He gave me one of his books. He suggested I learn to read.”

“Did you?”

“I did. Ever since I’ve asked every bard who came to the village if they might give me a book or, if they had none to give as a gift, if they could let me borrow one until they came back.”

“How remarkable. And did they?”

“Some did and some didn’t.”

“Some did? So you’ve read more books?”

“That’s right.” Clara prepared herself for a slashing remark from the young man.

“Just tales?”

She was startled that the remark didn’t come. “No. Histories. A book on battles. One or two about morality. Mostly tales, though.”

“I see. So you like to read, do you?”

“I do.”

She was stunned that the charming smile was replaced with one of actual pleasure. “I can’t believe it. The prettiest young lady I’ve seen in this town all day, and she has a fondness for books.” He stuck out his right hand. “My name is Thomas.”

She clasped it. “Clara.”

“It is certainly a pleasure to meet you, Clara.”

“It is?”

“Indeed. I rarely meet men who enjoy reading. I’ve never met a woman who enjoys reading.”

“Do you enjoy reading?”

“Indeed I do. I do like books of tales and ballads. They’re a refuge from the other books I have to read.”

“Refuge? Have to read?”

“Yes. I should probably explain a little.” He glanced away from her for a moment. “The books I have to read are for my trade. Well, more for my father’s trade, which he’ll pass down to my older brother. But we both have to know a great many things.”

“Such as?”

“History, law, and something of all the trades.”

“Including the trade your family is in?”

“Yes. Tell me, the histories, and the book on battles you read. Did you enjoy them?”

“They were interesting. There’s almost no history in our village. No battles have been fought there, at least none that anyone talks about.”

His brows furrowed. “I see.”

“What?”

“I’ve found such books hard to read.”

She smiled ruefully. “They weren’t easy for me to read. I had to puzzle out a great many words.”

“I can imagine. But what I meant was, they’re not written to be read. They were written to convey information.”

She shook her head. “I don’t follow you.”

He paused again. “A book of tales or ballads isn’t just meant to be read. It’s to be read aloud, as well as in your head. It’s meant to be like having a bard before you.”

A light shone in Clara’s mind. “Now I understand!” She smiled. “No wonder I liked those more than the others.”

“And now you see why those books are a refuge for me.”

“I do.”

“Tell me, what village do you come from?”

“Tall Glen.” She didn’t mind answering because she saw her father approaching.

“I have access to a library of books. Would you be willing to allow me to visit you? Perhaps bring one or two with me?”

“Why?”

“The young ladies I tend to meet are interested in balls and dances and other womanly things. I have no one to talk to about the books I read and the books I like.” The light in his brown eyes appeared. “Seeing as you’re so fair to look upon, I can’t imagine a better reason for seeing you that to talk about books.”

“Nothing more than books?”

“Nothing more.” He raised his right arm. “Upon my honor.”

“Very well.” She pointed at him. “But I intend to hold you to your honor, young man.”

“Certainly.”

“When you get to Tall Glen, ask for me. Tell whomever you speak with that you’re there to talk books with me. You’ll be pointed to our cottage.”

He laughed. “Really? You’re that well-known in your village.”

“I am.”

He bowed his head. “Then if I don’t see you the rest of this day, I shall come to Tall Glen in ten days or so. A good day to you.”

She bowed her head back. “And to you.”

The young man walked away. A moment later her father came to her side. “Who was that?”

“A young man,” she answered. “At first he tried to charm me. But it seems he has as much of an interest in books as I do.”

“Fellow’s dressed well.”

“He says he’s in a trade with his father and older brother.”

“Are you going to see him again?”

“He said he’s going to come to Tall Glen in ten days or so to talk books with me.”

Her father touched Clara’s chin. “So long as it’s books and nothing else.”

“Yes, Father.”

He looked in the direction Thomas went. “Still, well-dressed. And your mother will be home. You may have found your young man.”

“We’ll see, Father. We’ll see.”

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

 

Clara was pleased and a bit surprised when Thomas kept his word and arrived at Tall Glen eleven days later. Her mother answered the door. She invited Thomas inside. He accepted and sat down at the table across from Clara.

“I’ll go into our room and do some sewing,” her mother said. She headed to one of the back bedrooms of the small cottage.

Thomas reached into his travel sack. He took out a book and placed it on the table. “I would have liked to have brought a work that’s more joyful.”

Clara picked up the book at looked at it. It proclaimed itself a history of the kingdom of Wildthorn. “A history?”

Thomas nodded. “I worried that if I brought something like a book of tales or ballads, it might seem too familiar.”

“Familiar? As in something I’d have read before?”

“No. Familiar as perhaps meaning I was trying to impress you right away.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand you, Thomas.”

He gave her a modest smile. “That’s all right. There’s rules to matters between unmarried men and women in the city of Wildthorn that I imagine don’t apply in a village like this.”

“Rules?”

“Well, more like traditions, but ones you have to take seriously.”

“Such as?”

He pointed at the book. “Such as that. If you and I both lived in the city, giving you a book, even just to let you borrow it for a time, isn’t itself anything good or bad. But as I know your preference for books on tales and ballads, bringing you a book like that might seem to you that I was trying to win your heart right away.”

“Win my heart right away?”

“Yes. Well, if my intentions were honest, that is.”

“Honest?”

“Yes. To give you something you might adore on our first meeting, well, that presumes that I’m eager to court you. To become engaged and marry you. But you hardly know me, and I hardly know you. Beyond the preference you expressed back in Smith’s Ford, that is. As we hardly know each other, such a gift might give the appearance of me trying to seduce into marriage before you or your father knew me.”

She smiled. “Seduce me? With a book?”

“With a gift. A gift that would so stir your heart that you might be inclined to act rashly.”

“Such as?”

“Accept a marriage proposal after only our second meeting.”

“I think I understand.”

“I presume such matters are different here.”

“Well, yes. No gifts.”

He shook his head while smiling. “I don’t mean that. I mean, you know everyone in the village, don’t you?”

She sighed. “I do.”

“You’ll have known them since you were a child, true?”

“True.”

“Then you don’t need to go through the effort of introductions, and formal calls, and considering which gifts may or may not presume too much. You know whom you like. You come together now and again, and if you fall in love you marry.”

“That’s how it happens. That’s not how it happens in the city?”

“It does and it doesn’t. If an unmarried young man and young woman are familiar to each other, the way you and your neighbors are, then they won’t need an introduction. They’ll already know each other.”

“What then is this introduction?”

“There’s an occasion, like a ball, or a festival. Let’s say I’m the young man and you’re the young woman.”

“That will be hard,” she said dryly, “but I’ll struggle to imagine it.”

He laughed. “You’ve got a wit about you. I like that.”

She smirked. “Thank you.”

“You and I meet at some event, like we did in Smith’s Ford. I find you pretty, or otherwise interesting. You find me attractive in some way. I ask my friends if they know you. You ask your friends. If our friends can’t help us then we ask our parents for help.

“Now, you and I might write to each other. We exchange pleasantries, nothing more. Perhaps we tell a bit more about ourselves. Then comes the next event. Whomever knows both of us gives us a formal introduction. Our parents would be next to us to witness the introduction. At that point we may dance in public with each other. We may be seen elsewhere in public with each other.”

“The introduction is permission to see each other.”

“Socially.”

“As opposed to?”

“Well, we can’t be introduced and go directly into marriage.”

“I suppose not.”

“But though we’re permitted to see each other in public, and I might call upon you, I still couldn’t give you things that might stir your heart.”

“Not at all?”

“Not until a proper amount of time has passed.”

“How long is that?”

“It depends on how much we like each other. How much our parents like that we’re together. It can take a month, a season, perhaps half a year before we could be familiar with each other when it comes to gifts, or being exclusive at dances, or the like.”

Clara nodded to Thomas. “I understand. There must be time for us to know each other. For me to trust you and for you to trust me.”

“Quite correct.”

“That seems like a great deal of work.”

“Families with means, much less those who might have titles, must be cautious about whom their children marry. That’s all the more true when it comes to daughters. No one wants their daughter stolen from, or to be abandoned the moment she becomes pregnant, or otherwise hurt or shamed.”

“No, they wouldn’t.” Clara looked at the book again. “Of all the histories you have, or can get, why bring me this one?”

Thomas huffed out a breath. “I recall when we talked in Smith’s Ford you agreed that some of the books you read were dry.”

“As do I.”

He pointed at the book again. “I think that book isn’t quite so dry. It’s rather remarkable, to tell you the truth.”

“How so?”

“The writer states that his purpose is not records the events of the kingdom, but to tell the story of the kingdom.”

“Tell the the story?”

“Yes. To make the history of Wildthorn read more like a tale than a mere accounting of our Kings, their battles, and their successes. To try to show that our kingdom is an exciting place with an intriguing past. He wants us to think of Wildthorn almost as a hero of a tale.”

“It sounds to me like you have some affection for this book.”

“It’s the one history in our library that I truly enjoy reading. It’s the only history I’ve read more than once. More than a few times, to be honest.”

Clara opened the book and looked over the first few pages. When she came across one name she frowned. “Albert the Fourth?”

Thomas nodded. “He was King when the book was written. The dedication is to him.”

“I’ve never heard that name before. When was he King?”

“When my father was a boy.”

She paused for a moment. “That’s not the name attached to the history I read. I think the one I read had the name of King Edmund.” She nodded. “Edmund the Second.”

“I’m familiar with that book, though not as much as the one you have.”

“I presume it’s older than this one.”

“Much older. Five or six generations, at least.”

“That old?”

“Oh, yes. It’s one of the oldest histories of the kingdom that exists.”

“One of the oldest?”

“Yes. One of our books makes reference to a history that was written a few generations before Edmund the Second was King. The oldest was a slender volume written not long after the kingdom was founded.”

“It makes a reference? I don’t understand.”

“Forgive me. The history that was written before Edmund the Second has been lost. There’s a reference to it but the book itself no longer exists.”

She almost gasped. “No longer exists? But books are so rare!”

“Indeed they are. Books are hard to make. It’s costly to make copies. Magic helps, but not everyone can hire a wizard to make copies of a book.”

“Then how could one go missing?”

“The most common reason is that the copies aren’t lost so much as disposed of.”

“Disposed of? You mean destroyed?”

“Destroyed, or hidden away so no one can get at them without effort.”

“Why do such a thing?”

“That history I keep mentioning is a good example of why. The earliest history mentions some of our neighboring domains. The references in other books to that one say it was written in a time of peace. That it reflected the generosity of the King at the time. The later history, the one you read, mentioned wars with our neighbors, didn’t it?”

“It did.”

“Including a rather bloody war with Birchwood.”

“Yes.”

She’d heard the name “Birchwood” all her life. Her village sat close to the border of that kingdom, which was one reason why she heard it so much. Yet she’d never heard it in a negative way, as if the kingdom was an enemy. Folk around the village didn’t even have any concerns about crossing the border. Mention of the name did cause her mother and father to look at each other, but not as if the name was painful to them.

“Is Birchwood are our enemy?”

“Not now. But at the time that history you read was written, it was our bitterest enemy. I imagine the older history was hidden away or destroyed because it was once an ally.”

“An ally? What made it an enemy? And why isn’t it an enemy now?”

“A King came to the throne in Birchwood who sought to conquer the domains around his. He was caught up in that grand vision of a massive kingdom that spread over the land. He made war on every kingdom that Birchwood had a border with.” Thomas sat a bit straighter. “We were among the few that beat him back, and more than once.”

“Yes, I’m remembering that now.”

“There were no battles fought here back then, though I imagine there were skirmishes.”

“Skirmishes? I’ve seen that word but never had it defined. I thought it was another word for a battle.”

He shook his head. “No, a skirmish is much smaller than a battle. A battle is fought with several companies. It’s often on ground chosen by one side or the other. Battles can be short but they can also be quite long, lasting all day. A skirmish is a fight between small groups, parts of a company, say, or a raiding group, or bands of irregular forces.”

“Irregular?”

“In times of war a King can ask every able man to fight for him, if the need arises. But few of a King’s subjects are trained soldiers. If the call went out to the men of this village, they wouldn’t be proper soldiers. Depending on the domain, they’d be called a ‘levy’ or a ‘militia.’ Their duties would be to supplant the army in a battle, defend the border, or raid across the border into the enemy’s territory.”

She nodded, feeling a cloud had lifted from her mind. “Now I think I understand more of what I read. Thank you.”

He smiled. “You’re welcome.”

“So, that’s how Birchwood became an enemy. How did it become an ally?”

“The King who had the dreams of conquest died. His son had the same dreams but was not as good a commander of soldiers as his father was. He lost more battles than he won. His son had the same dreams as his father and grandfather, but he was a poor commander.”

“They got worse over the generations?”

“Success can breed arrogance. The first King didn’t fail that much so he never learned much from failure. His arrogance was passed down to his son. He refused to learn from his failures, and made certain his son was as arrogant as he was. The grandson was far more arrogant that his father or his grandfather. He refused to take advice. He refused to learn from his failures.

“Because of that Birchwood was invaded by us and by another kingdom. The invading armies smashed the armies of Birchwood. They were at the gates of the city of Birchwood itself when the King was overthrown. The new King made treaties with his enemies to end the wars.”

“I recall that as well.”

“It was in that time that the history you read was written. Over time the bitterness over the wars faded. Trade resumed across the region. What made Birchwood an ally was that two generations ago a drought swept over the region.”

“A dry spell.”

“Not just any dry spell, Clara. It began in the spring, became bitterly hot in the summer, and continued through the autumn and into part of the winter. The Kings of the region, including the Kings of Wildthorn and Birchwood, had to pool their treasuries to buy food from anywhere and everywhere. All the same, many subjects of both kingdoms died. Our shared misery brought us together.”

“And that’s how things are now, yes?”

“Not quite. The present King of Birchwood is a strange man.” He shook his head once more. “I shouldn’t say too much about him. Word might get back across the border.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

Clara picked up the book Thomas had brought. She knew that books came from elsewhere, that no books existed in Tall Glen unless she owned them. But it had never occurred to her that books could come from different times. To her books seemed to have an inherent stability. They existed as they were and as they always had been. This book was proof that books had lives, to some extent. Books could be older or younger than other books. Some books could even die.

That, she saw, also meant that books could be as much the product of the man who wrote them as they were objects to be read. Books could reflect the thinking of the time in which they were written.

That was also a revelation to her. She’d wondered over the last few years why one book contained one telling of certain tales while another book had different versions. She had wondered if one book or the other was wrong. She’d known that books could be written by different authors. That books could come from different times suggested that one version of a tale written in one book might not be the version that was popular when the other book was written. Tales, like views of history, could change over time.

A wave of excitement washed over her. It came close to carrying her into speaking to Thomas about what she was thinking. But as he was a city fellow, had read far more books than she, and probably owned more books than she ever would, she felt that if she spoke she’d reveal herself to be less than intelligent. It seemed better upon reflection to keep quiet so he wouldn’t think she was a foolish village girl.

She let out a deep breath to calm her mind. “I thank you for this gift, Thomas,” she said at last. “I look forward to reading it.”

“I hope you’ll enjoy it,” he replied. “I also hope you’ll want me to come back.”

“With another book?”

“That, and to talk about this book.”

She smiled and nodded. “I’d like that. I’ve never had anyone to talk to about books.”

He smiled back. “Neither have I.”

“No one? Not in the city?”

“I’ve lived something of an isolated life.”

She nodded. “I quite understand.”

He rose. “I have a long journey back. Unless you have more to say? Other questions to ask?”

“I can’t think of anything more.”

He bowed his head. “Then I shall bid you a good day and happy reading.”

She stood and curtsied. “Good day and safe travels, Thomas.” She saw him to the door and waved to him as he mounted his horse and rode out of the village.

“I think you’ve met a good lad, Clara,” her mother said to her when Clara went back inside.

She looked with some fondness at the book on the table. “I certainly hope so, Mother.”

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

 

“Are you sure you should be out in this weather?” Clara asked as Thomas sat down across from her. He was shivering and slow to remove his cloak and coat.

He rubbed his gloved hands together before taking them off. “As long as the snow isn’t too deep I’ll come,” he answered.

“You shouldn’t do that just for me.”

He smiled to her. “I come here for you, for me, and for the conversation. Without that I think I might die of boredom.”

“No one dies of boredom, Thomas.”

“That you know of.”

“If you find such a fellow in a book let me know.”

“I shall.”

She’d already laid the book she was going to return to him on the table once her mother had called out that he was riding up to the house. Their ritual was that she wouldn’t hand it back until they’d talked about it.

They’d had five meetings like this since the first. There was a pattern to his visits to her. He would arrive and they’d talk about the book he’d loaned her. She’d return it, they’d have a brief chat about their lives, and he’d give her the next book for her to borrow. They’d part for eight to twelve days and then he’d come back.

The Winter Solstice had happened between the last visit and this one. The winter season itself was in full force. It had snowed a couple of times. Every day but this one was cold. Everyone in the village was spending most of their time inside their cottages.

“Is the city as still as the village is?” she asked.

“Not quite, but mostly still,” he replied. “Some trade always goes on, unless the snow is so deep that no one can get around. But that doesn’t happen often.”

“Is it safe for you to be out?”

“The roads are calm. Riding means I can cover twice the distance in the time it takes to walk. No one is willing to bar the door to a stranger on the roads in winter. And as for outlaws, well, the smart ones head to the towns and cities to beg.”
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