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BLUNE STOOD PANTING next to her family’s barn.

She placed one hand lightly on the wood of the barn door; the smooth texture of the fairly new paint felt reassuring under her fingertips and she breathed deeply, feeling steadied by the cool wooden doors, the scent of dirt and herbs, and the background music of crickets at night. 

A whiff of the familiar earthy scent of sweetgrass and the herbs that grew wild beyond the fence helped her body settle, and she let out a shuddering sigh, collecting herself.

In the moonlight, the barn sat quiet as if wrapped in on itself in cozy slumber, peaceful in the night. 

It was a single-story barn and looked unassuming at night, like a princess who’d fallen asleep after coming home from a party. With the sunlight gone and the farmhands and animals cleared out of the barnyard, the barn became the strong focal point of the clearing rather than a backdrop. Moonlight and starlight on the white paint made the outer walls luminous.

The barn at night seemed almost too beautiful for the family farm. 

It looked picturesque and perfect, except for the door, which sat, inexplicably, partially open. Nobody should have left it open. The barn door was always closed tight before the farm hands and her father turned in for the night. 

And then there was a strange disturbance of the pebbles leading up to the door—as if something had dragged through.

Blune still felt a little jangly from the run up the pebble pathway from the farm house. Her hair had fallen across her face during her jog, and she untied the ribbon that had started to come undone, and gathered her long dark curls back in a fistful of hair and retied it, getting her face clear. 

Pausing, she listened hard to see if there were still noises of distress—from the house it had sounded as though someone was in pain near the barn. 

And based off the open door, she suspected there might be something inside.

The night was silent. 

Blune sighed, for a fleeting moment hoping that whatever sounds she had heard from the house weren’t what she had thought they were; that perhaps the barn door had been left open by mistake and she could return to the farm house, slip into her night dress, and get some sleep.

But a beat later, a soft wail rose again. 

Someone was in pain inside her barn. 

And it definitely sounded like a mermaid, with a voice that picked up like the waves and swooped a bit like the tides, and carried with it an ocean of multitones of expression.

Blune gritted her teeth. 

She was still wearing the dress that she’d put on for the gathering up the way at the midwife’s cottage. When she’d first heard the cry, she’d been lost in the joyful contemplation of what may come as she busied herself jotting down notes in her idea book by candlelight before bed. 

The tiny upstairs room had been feeling a bit stuffy on the summer’s night, and Blune had opened her window to let in the coolness of the night air and the soothing breezes.

She hadn’t been willing to go to bed yet. She was too happy just now. 

Blune had been studying herbs with the old lady who served as the town midwife, and today had been a graduation ceremony of sorts. 

She had put on her nice dress—with its long yellow skirt and ruffle at the bottom—and had been quite happy with the whole evening. Adina the midwife, who was nearly impossible to please, had told her “Well done.” Blune had grinned broadly and closed her eyes in satisfaction. 

Of course, the ongoing deep study of herbs and the skillful mastery of the nuances of their uses would be a life-long pursuit, but now Blune had gained enough knowledge to be a credible artisan in her own right, and with it the opportunity to create a new line of business that the family could definitely use. She would design soaps, and ladies’ perfumes, and good-smelling household products. And she had even started to sketch illustrations for the labels herself—a local craftsman had agreed to carve stamps of her designs so she could simply stamp each new label as she produced each batch—saving ever so much time. 

Her brother, Nat, was a negotiator for their region at the quarterly trade fairs down in Aquatic City—two days’ travel away. They had worked out a plan that once Blune got up to speed and volume with making her soaps and household products, Nat would represent them to the traders, and negotiate bulk sales. 
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