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Chapter One: A New Adventure

[image: ]




Katrina Tasslehoff hurried about the kitchen, first sliding a pan out of the fire to check the potatoes inside, then running to the bread oven to check on the golden-crusted loaf within. Yes, Katrina decided after jabbing the steaming potatoes with a knife and sniffing the shining bread loaf, both were done. Dinner would be on time tonight.  Katrina slid the bread loaf out of the oven on a bread paddle, then rushed about plating the food, also setting out a salad she had prepared earlier alongside cheese, salt, and onions for the potatoes. 

“Father,” she called, hastily setting out three plates onto the wooden table in the next room. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

“I’ll be there in a moment.”

Katrina smiled, hurrying back into the kitchen to fetch the potatoes and bread, setting them out on the table with the salad and surveying the result with satisfaction as she wiped her hands on her apron. As a last touch, Katrina lit the tall beeswax candles in the center of the table, feeling very pleased as her father walked in a moment later. 

“I see my daughter has done it again,” smiled Master Tasslehoff, his white hair gleaming in the candlelight as he smiled at Katrina. “Only twelve years old, and already as handy as a woman.”

Katrina blushed, hugging him, and Master Tasslehoff added in a whisper, stroking her golden hair, “Your mother would be very proud.”

Katrina dropped her eyes to her boots, feeling an ache in her throat. Mistress Tasslehoff had died late last winter, and they all missed her terribly.

Just then Katrina heard a clatter of boots outside, and Master Tasslehoff let go as Katrina stepped back, wiping her eyes, and her brother Peter came in.

“Katrina!” he smiled, swinging off his hat. “Good evening, Father. Something certainly smells good in here.”

“It’s fresh bread and potatoes tonight,” Katrina told him, regaining her composure.

“And no scorching tonight, by the smell.”

“I haven’t scorched the bread in months,” Katrina said slightly austerely.

Peter might be eighteen and a man by the standards of their country of Cantel, but Katrina thought that still didn’t give him a right to critique her cooking.

Peter flashed her a grin, his blue eyes laughing. “You certainly have improved.”

“Though she wasn’t bad before,” Master Tasslehoff put in.

“No, never,” Peter admitted. “Whenever I run into the other shepherds, I always brag on the lunches Trina packs me.”

Katrina blushed. Peter herded the family’s sheep for her father’s weaving business, and while herding was usually a solitary occupation, he would occasionally graze their sheep with other flocks so he and the other shepherds could talk together.

As they all sat down to eat, Master Tasslehoff began, “Speaking of other shepherds, you’ll have to talk with the Sanheims soon, Peter. I was counting the rugs and blankets today, and with the numbers we have and the change in the weather, it’s time for our journey.”

Katrina sat up, asking, “May I come?”

The autumn journey was a yearly event, for her father was a weaver, weaving rugs and blankets all summer long from the wool their flock of sheep provided, then traveling with Peter to sell or trade them throughout the country. Katrina helped her father with the weaving, but she had never been on the trading journey, for in past years she had always stayed home with her mother to watch the sheep. Now, however, with Mistress Tasslehoff gone, Katrina couldn’t stay by herself for three months. 

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather stay with the Sanheims?” asked Master Tasslehoff.

Katrina shook her head. “I want to come with you.”

“She could help,” Peter put in, and Katrina gave him a grateful smile.

Master Tasslehoff leaned back, stroking his short white beard in thought.

“All right,” he said finally. “Just the sheep will stay with the Sanheims. Katrina will come with us.”

Katrina and Peter grinned at each other.

“I’ll show you the sea, Katrina,” Peter told her.

“Really? I’ve never seen it close, only from a distance that one time we went down the Keerka River a little ways.”

“And there are so many towns and villages, with all sorts of goods you’ve never seen, like Tolese maps and Tusker leatherwork and seashells that they say are from Taufsta, at the very edge of the world.”

“Really?”

“Really. And we can visit our cousins, too...”

As Peter went on, enumerating the wonders they would see, Katrina hung on every word, her excitement rising. She couldn’t wait for the journey.

*****
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The evening before they planned to leave, Katrina stood outside with Peter under the spreading walnut tree next to the house, helping him groom Tobin, their old white horse.

“You’ll have some work tomorrow, Tobin,” Katrina told him, fondling him under the muzzle as she put down the currycomb. “Pulling our wagon all day.”

“You really think he understands you?” Peter asked, pausing in combing Tobin’s tail.

“Of course,” Katrina smiled, Tobin putting his head over her shoulder as she stroked him. “Can’t you tell?”

Peter shook his head, smiling.

“He’s been with us for years and years,” Katrina continued, holding up a finger as she made each point. “And he’s known me since I was born. And all animals could talk if they wanted to, I think; they just have too much sense.”

“Katrina!” Peter laughed.

Katrina grinned back. “Well, maybe talking isn’t really that bad. But I still think animals understand me, Tobin especially.”

“Maybe they do understand you, Trina. But I don’t know if they understand the rest of the world.”

Katrina dropped her eyes to her boots, looking at the twining ivy designs stitched into the toes. Her mother had thought she had a way with animals, too...and she was the one who had embroidered her boots...and her apron...

“Hey,” Peter said softly, and Katrina looked up. She could tell he knew what she was thinking. “Let’s go for a walk in the fields. A last walk. Tobin’s all groomed now.”

Katrina nodded, and Peter packed up the combs and brushes as Katrina gave Tobin a few last pats. A few minutes later, they walked off together, into the fields behind their house. The sun had just set, and the last colors were fading from the sky, pale purple and yellow. A slight coolness tinged the air, hinting at the coming autumn, and Katrina gathered the last of the summer wildflowers as they walked, shaping the bright cups of red, yellow, and blue into a wreath for Peter’s hat. It was a Cantelese tradition to have a wreath of flowers on the men’s hats for as long as the summer lasted, and this would probably be the last wreath of the year, a good beginning for their journey.

“You excited?” asked Peter.

“Yes.”

“But a little scared?”

Katrina nodded. “I’ve never really been away from home before...”

Peter nodded. “Of course. But we’ll be back before you know it. Besides, you won’t really be away from home—not when you’re with us.”

Katrina smiled, giving him a sudden hug, which Peter slightly awkwardly returned.

“I’m glad we finally get to have an adventure together, Trina.”

Katrina smiled. It would be good to have an adventure. How much of an adventure it was to be, she had no way of knowing yet.

*****
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Katrina woke early the next morning, the sun not risen yet, only the faint grayness before dawn showing in the sky. But it was the day they were leaving on their trip! Katrina jumped out of bed, quickly dressing herself in her favorite blue-and-white striped dress and tying over it her best apron, embroidered by her mother with red, yellow, and blue flowers, the same type of flowers that she had been picking for Peter last night.

Slipping on her leather boots and typing the top laces just below her knee, Katrina hurried to brush her hair, finishing by braiding one section on each side and clipping the resulting braids back with a hair clip over the rest of her loose-hanging hair. Katrina studied her reflection in the small mirror on her wall, making sure her golden hair was smooth, and saw that her blue eyes were shining with excitement. 

Yes, Katrina decided, I am ready for an adventure.

She quickly shook out her bedding and folded it for her return, then picked up the bag of clothes she had packed the night before. Running her eyes over the room, Katrina checked that everything was tidy: wardrobe shut, mirror straight, sheets folded—even the bunches of dyed wool that hung from the ceiling looked calm and orderly. Katrina smiled and ran into the next room, where the family loom lived, empty for now, and ran on past it into the main room where they’d eaten dinner last night. She set her bag by the door and hurried on into the kitchen.

“Good morning, Katrina,” came her father’s voice, and Katrina looked up in surprise to see her father standing in the kitchen doorway.

“Father! Good morning! I didn’t think you’d be up. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

Master Tasslehoff smiled. “No, early bird. I got up to begin packing the wagon, but I, like you, didn’t think you’d be up yet.”

“I couldn’t sleep any longer. I was too excited.”

Master Tasslehoff’s smile deepened. “I’m glad to be taking my lovely daughter along, too. And of course I don’t object to the prospect of breakfast.”

Katrina giggled as she pulled down a pan. “Eggs coming right up. Is Peter awake?”

“He’s taking the sheep to the Sanheims.”

“And I thought I beat you all awake!” Katrina pouted. “Oh, well.”

“‘Early travelers miss no connections,’” Master Tasslehoff said, quoting a local proverb. “We’re seasoned travelers all, and ready for the journey. I’ll finish my packing while you work on breakfast.”

He headed back outside, and Katrina lit the fire, beginning to fry eggs as soon as the fire began to burn steadily, singing softly to herself. Out the window, she could see the light growing as the sun burst above the horizon—a perfect journey day.

The morning moved quickly, and a few hours later, breakfast was over, dishes done, the wagon packed, and the fire put out. Master Tasslehoff climbed onto the front seat of the wagon after hitching up Tobin, Katrina and Peter climbing up beside him, for the entire wagon bed was piled high with rugs and blankets.

“Off we go!” Master Tasslehoff exclaimed, cracking the whip in the air, and Tobin set off, the wagon jolting forward. Katrina gave a little cheer, and Peter grinned at her, the sunlight bright on the flowers on his hat.

“Off at last, Katrina!”

Katrina nodded happily. “I can’t wait.”

Master Tasslehoff smiled at them, though he added in a sober voice, “The road can hold many surprises, not all of them pleasant.”

Katrina gave him a hug. “As long as I’m with you.”

Master Tasslehoff gave her another smile, and they rolled on down the dirt road, past the familiar fields of sheep and flowers and the houses Katrina had always known, into the beginnings of a new world for Katrina.
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Chapter Two: On the Road
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Katrina soon settled into the rhythm of the road, starting each day with breakfast either at an inn or cooked over a fire at their campsite from the previous night. Breakfast over, they would drive on to their destination of the day, whether small villages or larger towns. Her father knew other merchants in most places they visited that he would trade or sell to, and they also joined in market fairs, selling to all who passed by. Once the day’s work was done, they would pick a new place to spend the night, starting all over again the next day.

Katrina loved everything about their trip: the colors of the woods, hills, and plains they passed over, sparkling rivers and brooks, busy towns, new foods, music, and friends. For the first time, she felt like the sadness of her mother’s death was slipping away—though Katrina knew she would always carry a part of it with her. But her mother would want her to remember the good times and not the painful ones; she’d told Katrina so before she died. So Katrina tried, and she thought perhaps her father was trying the same thing, for, as he kept telling her, “Katrina, it is so good to have you along.”

One morning, a couple of months into their trip, Katrina woke to find a thick frost spreading across the ground. She sat up excitedly, seeing the dazzle of glitter over the fallen leaves and her own blanket. Her breath made a thick cloud in the air as she called out excitedly to Peter, who was kneeling nearby, tending the campfire, “Look at the frost, Peter!”

Peter turned around, smiling at her. “Yes. It will start getting cold fast now.”

Katrina scrambled out from under her blankets, shaking out her skirt, for she’d slept fully dressed. She reached for her boots as she slipped on her fur-lined cloak, discovering to her surprise that the boots and cloak felt warm.

“Peter!” Katrina exclaimed. “Did you warm these by the fire?”

Peter shrugged. “Maybe. Have to make sure the cook doesn’t freeze, right?”

Katrina pulled on the boots, feeling a delicious warmth soaking through her, and she ran to give Peter a hug, scolding him, “You know perfectly well that you and Father have been doing half the cooking on this trip. Thank you.”

Katrina added a kiss on the cheek, and Peter rolled his eyes, but Katrina knew he actually didn’t mind.

“Any breakfast yet?” their father inquired, coming back into their camp with a bucket of water drawn from a nearby stream in his hand.

“Coming up soon, sir,” Peter said quickly, pulling out some bread and cheese from the night before and beginning to toast them over the fire.

“I distracted him,” Katrina told him. “Talking about the frost and everything.”

“Well, in that case,” Master Tasslehoff smiled, giving Katrina a hug, “I completely absolve him from blame. I would have been distracted, too. Would you like to help me feed Tobin, Katrina?”

Katrina nodded eagerly, and she and her father got out Tobin’s oats and put down the bucket of water for him. As Katrina patted the horse as he ate, she looked back at Peter, skillfully toasting some cheese over the fire. While Katrina could outcook him any day in a fully equipped kitchen, he and her father had much more campfire cooking experience, which was why they had done so much of the cooking on the trip, though Katrina had been learning fast.

“It’s heading towards the end of our trading season,” Master Tasslehoff told her. “A few more weeks, and it will be time to head home for the winter.”

“Oh, but the sea?” Katrina exclaimed, looking at him. She had caught a few glimpses of it as they traveled, but she hadn’t really been down to the seacoast yet.

Her father’s face crinkled into a smile. “Peter,” he called. “Why don’t you tell this young lady where we’re going?”

Peter looked up, sliding the last of the bread and cheese onto a plate.

“Well, first,” he began, making a grave face. “We are going to a large town today. It has a sort of fair—maybe you’ve heard of it—Seráo?”

“We’re going to Seráo Fair?” Katrina shrieked. Seráo was the next largest town in Cantel after the capital, Silmaré, and Seráo Fair was famous, with goods present from all over the world, music, food, shows, dancing—Katrina had heard tales of it from travelers and schoolmates back when she was in school.

“And then,” Peter continued with exaggerated slowness, “We’re heading off to...the seacoast, and visiting our cousins.”

“Really?” Katrina exclaimed.

Peter dropped his pretended boredom. “Really, aré.”

Aré was the term for ‘little sister’ in Cantel, and Peter only used it on very special occasions. Katrina flew at him, giving him a hug and almost knocking him over into the campfire, then turned to give one to her father as well.

“Oh, Father, thank you!” she exclaimed.

“You almost killed me,” Peter grumbled, but he was smiling, and so was Master Tasslehoff.

“It seems someone approves of our plans,” Master Tasslehoff said to Peter. “Though we’d better eat breakfast before it gets cold.”

“Sorry,” Katrina smiled, sitting down as Peter handed her a plate. “But I’ve never been to Seráo Fair before, you know, and then the sea, too...”

“Yes,” her father smiled. “I know.”

It was a merry meal, and after eating and packing up, they headed down the road towards Seráo. Katrina watched the scenery eagerly, seeing the mostly bare forests give way to brown grasslands. Suddenly, in the distance, she spotted a large, walled town, and she sat up straighter, asking excitedly, “Is that it?”

Her father smiled down at her. “That’s it.”

He urged Tobin on, and Katrina gave a little shiver of both excitement and nervousness, feeling shy suddenly. The town looked so large, and as they drew closer Katrina could see all the houses packed inside and the crowds streaming towards the gates: merchants like themselves, farmers, fishermen, families on a day’s outing—a shifting sea of color and noise.

Peter looked over at her. “You’ll be fine, Trina.”

Katrina wondered how he knew what she was thinking, and he added, “After we’ve sold some rugs, I’ll show you the sights.”

Katrina nodded, feeling better, and soon they arrived at the gates of Seráo, Tobin pulling their wagon through the massive wooden doors and into the cobbled streets beyond. As Master Tasslehoff skillfully guided Tobin through the busy streets, Katrina looked around at all the people and shops they were passing, seeing clothing shops, food shops, furniture shops—it seemed everything you could ever want was sold at Seráo. Little colored flags hung over the street, and the entire town seemed to wear a holiday air.

“Here we are,” Master Tasslehoff declared, pulling into a large market square, and Katrina gasped. There were booths everywhere, filled with all sorts of goods, and she could hear music coming from somewhere. Children ran about, playing games, and delicious smells drifted past.

“We’ll be somewhere over there,” Peter pointed, indicating where some other rug sellers were stationed, grinning at Katrina’s shock. “Come on, Katrina.”

Katrina scrambled out of the wagon with Peter while their father talked to the fair master, establishing their exact location, after which Peter walked Tobin to the spot and began unhitching him while Master Tasslehoff set up their diminished rug supply.

As they finished setting up, Peter asked, “May I show Katrina around, Father?”

Master Tasslehoff smiled. “Go ahead.”

Peter and Katrina grinned at each other, then Peter took Katrina’s hand, saying, “Come on, Katrina.”

They wandered about happily, watching and listening to some musicians play their pipes and violins, joining in an impromptu country dance, eating honey sweets, and watching a puppet show that made Katrina laugh so hard she had to sit down.

“Having fun yet?” Peter asked.

Katrina grinned. “You know you like it just as much as I do.”

Peter grinned back. “Come on, let’s look at some of the goods for sale.”

They headed back to the merchant booths, Katrina caught by one displaying an incredibly intricate lace shawl that didn’t seem to be made from regular thread but rather some sort of filmy, plant-like material that felt incredibly soft to the touch. Katrina had never made lace, but she knew from weaving rugs that whoever had made that shawl was a master of the craft.
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