
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Falconer's Call

        

        
        
          Piers Hadley

        

        
          Published by Piers Hadley, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE FALCONER'S CALL

    

    
      First edition. July 23, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Piers Hadley.

    

    
    
      Written by Piers Hadley.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




1598

The crisp autumn air nipped at Elara’s cheeks, painting them a rosy hue. Her long, raven-wing hair, usually confined in a practical braid that reached her waist, had a few unruly tendrils escaping around her face. The fields surrounding Stratford-upon-Avon stretched out before her, a tapestry of golds and browns under the pale morning sun. Her breath puffed out in small white clouds as she raised her gloved hand, calling out in a low, sharp whistle.

“Astra! Here!”

A dark shape detached itself from the pale sky, growing larger with astonishing speed. It was a peregrine falcon, wings slicing through the air with effortless grace. Astra, her plumage a sleek mix of slate grey and white, descended in a breathtaking stoop, the wind whistling through her feathers. She landed lightly on Elara’s gauntleted fist, her sharp yellow eyes fixed on her handler. Elara’s own moss-green eyes, sharp and intelligent, met the falcon’s, a silent understanding passing between them.

“Good girl,” Elara murmured, offering a small piece of rabbit as a reward. Astra took it delicately, her talons gently gripping the callused leather of Elara’s gauntlet, a testament to years of training.

Elara had been in Stratford for several weeks now, familiarizing Astra with the local hunting grounds in preparation for Lord Valerius’s arrival. Her lean, wiry frame, usually clad in practical, muted greens and sturdy browns, moved with an agile grace, easily navigating the uneven terrain. The falcon was proving to be a quick learner, mastering the local wind currents and identifying promising hunting spots with impressive speed. But she had also developed one rather... perplexing habit.

Elara unhooded Astra, preparing for another training flight. “Up, then,” she commanded, tossing the falcon into the air. Astra soared upwards, circling once before diving towards a lure Elara swung in a wide arc. The training proceeded smoothly for a time. Astra performed her dives with precision and speed, retrieving the lure with practiced ease. But then, as Elara was preparing for another throw, Astra suddenly veered off course, her sharp eyes fixed on something in a nearby copse of trees.

Elara frowned, watching as Astra flew towards the trees. “Astra? What is it, girl?” she called out, a hint of exasperation in her voice.

A moment later, Astra returned, not with the lure, but with something that made Elara’s breath catch in her throat. Dangling from her talons, like some bizarre trophy, was a brightly embroidered silk stocking, a vibrant shade of crimson.

Elara stared at the stocking, a wave of heat rising in her cheeks. It was undeniably a woman’s stocking—and a rather luxurious one at that. This was becoming a disconcerting pattern. First, a lace-trimmed handkerchief, delicately embroidered with forget-me-nots. Then, a length of fine ribbon, tied in a knot that suggested a more intimate purpose. And now, this—a stocking of such vivid color it seemed to pulse against Astra’s dark talons. Each item more... personal than the last.

She took the stocking gingerly, turning it over in her weathered, capable hands. There was no obvious mark or identifying feature, just the intricate embroidery and the fine quality of the silk. Where on earth was Astra finding these things? Elara tucked the stocking quickly into her satchel, hoping no one had witnessed the bizarre delivery.

Before Elara could dwell on the mystery further, a movement in the nearby field caught her eye. A hare, startled by Astra’s earlier flight, had bolted from its hiding place and was now streaking across the open ground.

Elara instinctively raised her arm again, giving a sharp whistle. “Astra! Hie!”

Astra, instantly refocusing on her training, launched herself into the air. With breathtaking speed, she dove towards the fleeing hare, her powerful talons outstretched. In a blur of feathers and fur, she struck her prey, the hare’s frantic movements ceasing abruptly. Astra landed gracefully beside the fallen hare, mantling over it protectively with her wings.

Elara approached, retrieving the hare and offering Astra another reward. The falcon took it, her eyes bright with the thrill of the hunt. This, at least, was familiar, predictable. Unlike the strange and unsettling mystery of the undergarments.

A distant sound of trumpets and the rumble of carriage wheels interrupted her thoughts. She looked towards the road leading into Stratford and saw a procession of richly decorated carriages approaching. Banners bearing the crest of House Valerius snapped in the wind.

“He’s here,” Elara murmured, her gaze hardening. Lord Valerius had arrived. And with him, she suspected, came more than just the promise of a hunting season. The strange items Astra kept retrieving, these whispers of unseen lives, now felt like an omen, a prelude to the troubles she sensed were coming with Valerius’s arrival.
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Elara straightened her shoulders, smoothing down her riding skirt. It was time to face the man she suspected of harboring dark secrets. She adjusted Astra's hood, the falcon shifting slightly on her wrist. Let us see what games you intend to play, Lord Valerius, she thought, her gaze fixed on the imposing figure dismounting from his carriage.

Lord Valerius was a man who commanded attention. Tall and broad-shouldered, he possessed a natural air of authority. His dark hair was neatly trimmed, and his attire, though suitable for travel, was of the finest quality. He moved with a practiced grace, acknowledging the greetings of the townsfolk with a charming smile that didn’t quite reach his cold, grey eyes.

He turned his attention to Elara, his smile widening slightly. “Lady Elara, I presume? I’ve heard much of your skill with birds.”

“My Lord,” Elara replied, offering a curtsey. “It is my honor to be in your service.” She kept her voice neutral, carefully observing his reaction.

“Indeed,” Valerius said, his gaze lingering on her for a moment longer than necessary. “And this magnificent creature on your arm... she seems quite content in your keeping.” 

Before she could elaborate, Valerius was drawn away by the town’s mayor, eager to make his acquaintance. Elara took the opportunity to step back, observing the scene. Valerius charmed the local dignitaries with ease, his words laced with flattery and promises of prosperity. But Elara noticed the subtle glances he exchanged with his advisor, a thin, wiry man with sharp features and an unsettlingly calculating gaze.

As the crowd began to disperse, Elara decided to take Astra for a short flight to clear her head. She found a quiet spot near the river Avon, unhooded Astra, and sent her soaring into the sky. The falcon circled gracefully, enjoying the freedom of flight.

Elara watched Astra, momentarily forgetting her worries in the beauty of the falcon’s flight. But her respite was short-lived. Astra suddenly veered off course, heading towards a cluster of willows near the riverbank.

Not again, Elara thought with a sigh, a familiar dread creeping in.

A moment later, Astra returned, not with a freshly caught vole or even a stray leaf, but with yet another item of women’s attire dangling from her talons. This time, it was a delicate garter, made of pale blue silk and embroidered with tiny silver bells that jingled softly as Astra landed on Elara’s glove.

Elara stared at the garter, her earlier unease now mixed with a growing sense of bewilderment. This was beyond coincidence. Three items in as many weeks, each more intimate than the last. What was going on?

She quickly tucked the garter into her satchel, just as Valerius approached, having excused himself from the mayor’s company.

“I observed your falcon in flight. Most impressive, and she seems to have found a treasure,” he remarked, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “Perhaps she has a secret admirer?”

Elara forced a smile. “Perhaps, my Lord. Or perhaps she has a... peculiar taste in souvenirs.”
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