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Chapter One

Bronwyn was so excited as she and her
maids trudged down the rutted dirt track, she almost felt as if she
was floating, expanding and rising like fermenting yeast bread so
that she bobbed along the road, buoyed upward by the gusty, fall
breezes. Her happiness made her feel light despite the
uncomfortable warmth of the day and the long walk in shoes that had
never done this much walking, as if she might suddenly take flight
with the very next heavy breeze and soar away. Her heart pounded
with sheer delight.

She was going to the fair!

She’d only been twice in her entire
life and the last time had been two autumns ago, when she’d still
been a mere child. Now she was all grown up and her father had even
given her a few pennies to spend!

She thought it wasn’t merely
excitement at getting to go to the fair, though. It seemed
everything about her life was about to change. Her father had told
her she was old enough to marry and have babes of her own—past the
first blush, in point of fact, because she was his only child and
he had been reluctant to let her go when he should have.

In all honesty, it was not entirely
his fault. She’d been in no great hurry to let go of her childhood
freedoms and had not pestered him to find a suitable husband. She
was wise enough in the ways of the world to know that, once she
left childhood behind and had children of her own, she would have
to carry the burden of a husband’s demands, running a household,
and minding children, and she would have very little time to
herself. She was looking forward to it, she told herself, and yet
she was also anxious to enjoy the last of the carefree days of her
youth.

If she went to the county fair next
year, she thought, she would likely have a babe under her apron and
a husband’s whims to contend with.

She hoped her father would find her a
husband who was as indulgent as he was, but she wasn’t convinced
that was possible.

She dismissed those wayward thoughts
after a moment. She didn’t want to think about that now. She was
determined to have a good time and let tomorrow take care of
itself.

Her excitement grew as they drew close
enough to the fair that they could perceive the sights, sounds, and
smells.

Bronwyn’s stomach rumbled as the smell
of meat pies reached her even though she’d broken her fast with
hearty portions of bread and cheese so that she would not be
tempted to spend her coins on food when there would be so many
trinkets and fabrics to choose from.

At the very least, she hoped to find a
length of silk she could purchase to make a new over gown. She
hoped for more, but she would not be disappointed in her trip if
she could at least buy something new to wear!

It was hard to ignore the rumble of
her stomach in demand of food, though.

“Let us go to Papa’s stall
first,” she said to the maids who’d accompanied her. That way, she
thought hopefully, she might convince him to buy her a meat pie and
then she would still have her coins for other things!

“Are you only just now
arriving?” her indulgent Papa demanded the moment she suggested he
give her coin to go get a meat pie for each of them.

She felt her face reddening. “I had my
chores to take care of before I left,” she pointed out.

“And overslept, I have no
doubt!” Papa said accusingly. “Did you not break your
fast?”

Bronwyn was tempted to lie. “I did,
but I was so excited I just could not eat much and now we have
walked so far I feel faint with hunger.”

He looked disbelieving, but he
grudgingly pulled out a half penny and gave it to her. “Go! And do
not bother me! I have customers to see to.”

Triumphant, happy, Bronwyn refused to
budge until she’d kissed his cheek. “Thank you, Papa!”

He reddened. “Go on with you now! And
be careful! Stay close to your maids.” He sent a stern look at the
maids over her head. “Mind you take good care of your mistress
today! There’s good folk and bad here.”

Bronwyn followed her nose to the
vender selling the meat pies, chose one carefully, and then looked
around for a place to eat. There were throngs of people even though
it was still relatively early, but she finally spied an inviting
spot beneath a tree at the very edge of the fair.

She discovered she’d chosen a
fortunate spot. She was close enough to the activities to
‘experience’ without wading through the crowd and being pummeled by
people pushing past her in every direction and she could enjoy her
meat pie without having it knocked from her hand.

Breaking off a piece for each of her
maids, she settled to enjoying her pie and taking in the
excitement, trying to decide where to go first.

If she went to look at the fabrics she
thought it might inspire her father to call her to help out in his
stall so, although that was her main focus, she decided to leave
her search for the perfect fabric until she’d explored the rest of
the fair.

The pie actually determined what to do
next. It had been as good as it smelled, but her mouth was so dry
by the time she finished she was having problems swallowing.
Getting up, she dusted her gown off and headed off to search for
water.

She’d made her way down one lane of
vendors before she spied a well.

Unfortunately, the Gypsies had set up
their encampment near the well, and not only had her father warned
her about going anywhere near the Gypsies, but they unnerved
her.

She hesitated, weighing her thirst
against moving within the sphere of the Gypsies and, perhaps,
attracting unwanted attention.

“There’s bound to be
another well hereabouts,” her elder maid, Maude, hissed near her
ear. “You know you’re forbidden to go anywhere around the
Gypsies.”

This instantly stiffened Bronwyn’s
resolve to do the opposite of what she’d originally intended. She
swallowed with an effort around a bone dry throat. “But this one is
right here. And it’s broad daylight and right in town! They aren’t
likely to accost me with so many people around. It’s absurd even to
suggest they might!

“And very likely we’d
discover this to be the only well and we’d have to come back
anyway, except I’ll be much thirstier than I am now!”

Her—to her justifiable—anger that
Maude didn’t care anything about her discomfort or have any right
to boss her around carried her to the well. She’d managed to haul
the bucket up and take no more than a sip, though, when the whinny
of a horse redirected her attention. When she whipped her head
around to look, she saw a beautiful horse, trapped in a makeshift
corral made of ropes, looking directly at her.

At least, it
seemed to be looking
directly at her.

Trying to shake the
strange feeling that washed over her that the horse not only
was looking directly at
her, but was trying to speak to her, she focused on the water again
and assuaging her raging thirst, emptying the ladle.

When the horse whinnied again, she
handed the bucket to Maude and moved aside so that her maids could
drink, glancing once more at the horse.

It nodded at her, shook its mane, for
all the world as if it was trying to motion her to come
nearer.

The urge to laugh assailed her, but
she resisted the impulse to tell Maude the horse was trying to get
her attention. Maude would be convinced the horse was
bewitched!

She hesitated, but the urge to
approach the horse was too strong to ignore.

Weaving in and out of the throng of
people moving in the opposite direction, she made her way at last
to the horse—which she discovered was a mare.

“Aren’t you a pretty
girl?” she crooned, stroking the mare’s neck.

“An’ she just happens to
be fer sale,” responded a crackling voice close enough it made the
hairs on Bronwyn’s neck stand up. She whipped a startled look in
the direction the voice had come from, scanning her surroundings
for her maids she’d abandoned.

The woman who’d spoken to her looked
as old and cracked as the voice that had issued from
her.
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