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      Hana clutched her bundle against her chest like a shield and kept her head down as she fought her way against the flow of humanity. She didn’t recall having seen a market day this crowded before. Westgrave was far bigger than the village of Rydding, but it wasn’t usually this busy. Musicians performed, food vendors plied their wares from trays and carts, and people stood around as though waiting for something to happen—and this wasn’t even the market square. It was on the road that led to the market.

      The drapery shop was a welcome refuge when she reached it, quiet except for the click of shuttles and heddles coming from the workshop in the rear. “Ah, I was wondering if you’d make it today, with all the excitement,” the draper said when she entered.

      “What’s happening?” she asked.

      “Rumor has it the king is coming through today on his way to his hunting lodge, along with some royals from neighboring kingdoms. Everyone’s eager to get a look at the new king.”

      “New king?” She was momentarily too stunned to remember to hide her reaction, which was more intense than it should be for a person like her. If the crown prince was now the king, then that meant . . .

      Fortunately, the draper enjoyed the chance to gossip too much for him to notice that she’d gone utterly still and had probably paled. “Did you not hear? The old king died a couple of months ago.”

      “We don’t get a lot of outside news.” She managed to speak without her voice shaking, though she had to clutch her bundle to keep her hands from trembling visibly.

      “I imagine it doesn’t matter much to the likes of us who’s on the throne. But we still can’t help but be curious. We aren’t graced with the presence of royalty too often. Now, what do you have for me?”

      She set her bundle on the counter, and he unwrapped it carefully, spreading the small tapestry out. “You’ve done it again,” he said with a low whistle. “They’ll love it.” He reached under the counter and brought out a strongbox, from which he counted coins that he handed to Hana. “And if you’re up for it, I’ve got another commission for you.”

      “From whom?” she asked, trying not to sound too cautious. It wouldn’t do for her style to be recognized by the wrong person, but she didn’t want the draper to have any reason to be suspicious of her.

      “The daughter of one of the more prosperous woolen merchants is getting married next spring, and her parents want to give her something to reflect her family. Made from wool, of course. I’ve already dyed some weft made from their wool.” He took a roll of parchment from a shelf and unrolled it on the counter to show a colorful painting of a sheep in a field. “It wouldn’t have to be any larger than this. They know a big tapestry can take years, and they’d like this before next summer.”

      She studied the painting, already imagining how she’d make the design come to life in wool. The price on it made it even more tempting, and a woolen merchant should be safe. He wouldn’t likely be hosting anyone who’d recognize her work. “I’ll do it,” she said.

      He nodded, rolled the parchment, and handed it to her. “The usual commission, and I’ll also deduct the cost of the supplies. One half now, the rest on delivery, as long as you get it done before midsummer.”

      “I should be able to do that,” she said, sticking the parchment in her bag.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to work for me and make big tapestries? I’ve got the looms for it and staff who could help you.”

      “I’m happy where I am, making small projects.”

      “The offer is always open. And I hope you can bring me some cloth in the spring, while you’re at it. Yours seems to be lucky.”

      “That’s just the happy sheep around the village,” she said with a smile. “I may do some rough cloth when I need a break from the tapestry.”

      He gathered the items she needed for the new project, and she presented him with her list of other supplies she’d need before the winter. It was barely past the end of summer, but the air was already growing crisp, and soon the journey even to the nearest market town would be much more difficult. It would be time to hole up in her house and weave while the weather raged outside. She was looking forward to it.

      The merchant handed her a bundle and said, “Good journey home. And if you see the king, say hello for me.”

      “I’ll be sure to do that,” she said wryly as she tucked the bundle into her bag. She had to shift the bag to hang across her body from her other shoulder to balance the bulk of all the weft thread she now carried.

      When she left the shop, she noticed the banners that had been hung around the square and down the road. She should have recognized the royal emblem earlier, but she hadn’t given the banners much notice. She had to admit to some curiosity about what the new king was like, but she preferred to get out of town before all the excitement. She hoped Bryn would be done with his errands and ready to head home.

      The sound of trumpets ahead told her she wouldn’t be missing the king. Soldiers came down the road, pushing people aside to clear a path. The musicians quit playing, letting the royal trumpeters take over. Some of the people waved flowers, others flags. She moved to the rear of the crowd, away from those who were pressing forward to get a better view.

      She tripped on something, barely caught herself, and looked down to see a young child sitting against a wall. The poor dear was thin and filthy, dressed in rags. The child didn’t hold out a hand or cup to beg, but Hana still took a coin from her purse and handed it to the child. Although she’d never been quite that desperate, there had been a time when she wasn’t entirely certain where she’d be laying her head that night, so she felt the need to share the good fortune she had now. And there was perhaps a bit of guilt that she’d abdicated the responsibility and opportunity to possibly be able to do more.

      The next round of trumpet fanfare was closer, and she looked up to see the trumpeters approaching, riding black horses. The crowd cheered, and soon she saw the king himself, marked both by a crown and by the royal standards that surrounded him. She couldn’t resist staring. It probably wasn’t too risky, given that all the other people on the street were doing likewise and she would be safely anonymous.

      The king was young, not much older than thirty. She supposed he was handsome, though not in a way that appealed to her. He was tall and burly, with a stubborn set to his jaw, but he still struck her as insubstantial, like there was little depth to his character. His smile as he acknowledged the cheers and waved to the crowd was pleasant enough, though perhaps a bit forced, as though this procession was a duty he had to endure.

      He passed her by, his glance slipping over her as though he hadn’t even seen her, and she breathed more easily once he’d passed—until she saw the banners behind him. Of course Naterria would be considered a neighboring kingdom. She should have thought of that. The crowds were too dense for her to make any progress down the street, but she moved deeper into the crowd, closer to the wall of the building behind her, ducking her head so that the wide brim of her hat shaded her face.

      That king was also young, though several years older than the first king. He was more slightly built, fairer-haired, his hair spilling past his shoulders. He made no effort to connect to the crowd. There was no smiling or waving from him. He stared straight ahead like he was entirely unaware of the people surrounding him. Even so, she held herself totally still as he approached, not wanting to draw any attention to herself.

      A slight tug on her belt made her look down, just in time to see a hand on her purse, another hand with a knife ready to cut the strings. She started to cry out but remembered the nearby king. She didn’t want to make a scene that might attract the notice of the royals. She also didn’t want to lose her purse. She wouldn’t starve if she lost it, but she was carrying a year’s earnings so she would feel the loss. She clutched the purse, trying to wrest it away from the thief. With so many people around, all she had to do was cry out and she was sure someone nearby would come to her aid. The royal guards might even get involved, and then she might lose more than her purse.

      Suddenly, the tug on her purse stopped, and she noticed a man standing behind the thief, his hand on the thief’s shoulder. “I would recommend you leave the lady be,” the man said softly. The thief slunk away, and when Hana looked up at her rescuer, she was surprised to see that he wore a mask over the upper half of his face. “These thieves tend to run in gangs. We should get you away from here, in case he comes back with friends,” he said, taking her hand.

      It occurred to her that she might be getting herself into even more danger by going off with a masked stranger. He might even be working with the thief. But she couldn’t seem to stop herself from trusting him. He seemed right in a way she felt in the depths of her soul, like she’d known him for years, so she took his hand and let him lead her through the crowd. The crowd appeared to part for him, he moved so deftly.

      He stopped, knelt in front of her, made a cradle of his hands, and said, “Up you go.” She looked up to see a long balcony overhead. That was one way to get out of the crowd. She stepped onto his hands, and he fairly threw her overhead, where she was able to catch the balcony railing and swing herself over. He joined her with a leap that brought him to the railing, which he neatly flipped over, landing beside her. She couldn’t help but gaze at him in awe while wondering if all of this was a dream. He was a hero right out of a story, coming to the aid of a damsel in distress with his uncanny skills.

      “Who are you?” she whispered, then realized she’d spoken aloud.

      “I am at your service, milady,” he said with a dashing bow.

      Blinking as though coming out of a spell, she turned to look at the procession on the street below. The kings were nearly out of sight, and it didn’t seem like her little adventure had caught their notice, much to her relief. Why would they have noticed? The problems of folk such as herself were beneath the attention of such great lords, who had important things to do, such as running kingdoms and killing animals for sport.

      “What must it be like to need trumpets to herald your every move?” her hero said. “Do they forget who they are without the trumpets?”

      “They might,” she said.

      He took her hand again. “Come, let’s get you to where you need to be. Where shall I escort you?”

      She hesitated, then decided it wouldn’t hurt to tell him because it was so obvious. “The livery stable near the western gate.”

      “Then off we go.”

      They ran down the balcony until they reached a railing, where he helped her up and over to the next balcony. At one point there was a gap between balconies, which he easily leapt across before turning back to help her. She hesitated, then took the leap, trusting him to catch her. She wasn’t sure which was more exhilarating, the leap itself or the knowledge that there was someone ready to catch her if she stumbled. She’d been alone for so long. She was proud that she was able to rely on herself, but it was good not to have to.

      The crowds had dissipated in the wake of the procession, and once Hana and the masked man reached the end of a balcony, he flipped over the railing to land lightly on the ground, then moved a barrel for her to climb down onto. “Thank you,” she said once she was on solid ground and had adjusted her skirts.

      “Ah, but I haven’t yet delivered you safely to your destination.”

      “It’s not that far and it’s not so crowded anymore.”

      “But I would be failing in my duty.” His tone became more serious, losing the flair of playful chivalry. “There really are organized gangs of thieves here, and they know you have money. I’d rather not leave you alone.” He held his arm out for her to take, and he escorted her down the road, as gallantly as any knight would have escorted his lady.

      At the edge of the stable yard, he stopped and said, “Now I can safely leave you. The stablehands can fend off any ruffians.”

      “Thank you again,” she said. “Do you make a habit of coming to the rescue of women in jeopardy?”

      “That’s why I have the mask, so the gangs won’t know who keeps thwarting them. Now, be well and have a pleasant journey.” He bowed again, then jumped onto a barrel, climbed from there to the top of the fence, swung himself to the roof, and disappeared down the line of rooftops, back to the heart of the town. She was glad he’d only brought her as high as the balconies. She’d have been terrified on the rooftops.

      “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting long.” The voice jolted her out of her thoughts and she jumped and turned to see Bryn, the innkeeper and would-be wizard she’d traveled with from Rydding. “The crowds were terrible.”

      “No, I just got here,” she said. “Did you hear about the new king?”

      “I did, but I didn’t see him. I suppose warehouses weren’t on the royal procession route.” He turned to direct carters who loaded his wagon with barrels and boxes, then turned back to her. “Did you get all your business taken care of?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good, then we can get on the road as soon as we’re loaded. We might make it home before it’s completely dark.” The last of the carters put a bundle on board. Bryn checked to make sure the load was secure, then boarded and gave Hana a hand up to sit beside him on the driver’s seat. He flicked the reins and said, “Walk on,” and they were off.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was low in the sky when the rooftops of Rydding Village appeared in the valley below after an afternoon’s travel. Tension flowed out of Hana’s body at the sight of the village that had become her refuge. “You should come with me and have dinner at Wyn’s,” Bryn said as they entered the village.

      “I wouldn’t want to impose.”

      “I’m fairly certain you’ll be expected. I have some items to deliver to her. Then I’ll drive you back home. I doubt you have anything ready to eat.”

      He didn’t give her the opportunity to decline as he drove right past her home at the heart of the village and down the lane that led to the healer’s cottage. A welcoming light glowed from the windows, and Wyn stepped outside as they pulled up in front. She greeted Bryn with a kiss when they stepped down from the wagon, then turned to Hana. “You must be exhausted. Come inside.”

      Hana could hardly refuse the invitation, and she was exhausted. The three plates set at the kitchen table when they came inside proved that Bryn was right about her being expected.

      “How was the town?” Wyn asked.

      “Crowded,” Bryn said, taking his seat at the table.

      “The king brought a party of royals to his hunting lodge near there,” Hana added, taking her own seat. She didn’t recall there being food on the plates when she arrived, but it was there now. She must have been tired enough not to notice Wyn serving it. “The new king. Had you heard that the old king died?”

      “Not that I can recall,” Wyn said, frowning.

      “Daryn might have mentioned it,” Bryn said. “But it’s not as though it makes much difference to us—unless he actually comes here.”

      “You don’t think they’ll come as far as Rydding, do you?” Wyn asked.

      “It’s less than half a day’s ride, especially if they’ve got spare horses.”

      “It would be bad if the king found us, wouldn’t it?,” Hana said, clutching the linen napkin in her lap. “If we don’t have a lord, he might want to appoint one.”

      “That is a concern,” Bryn said with a solemn nod.

      “If these royals are anything like most of the nobles I’ve known, they’ll ride out only enough that they can say they’ve been hunting, and they’ll spend the rest of the time carousing in the lodge,” Wyn said.

      “Maybe it’ll rain the whole time and they won’t want to go far,” Hana said.

      “Now that the harvest is in, it can rain as much as it wants,” Wyn said.

      They moved from that topic to discussing the other news Bryn had heard in town, as well as the goods Bryn had found for sale. Hana let the conversation wash over her as she enjoyed the warmth and comfort of being in the cozy kitchen, surrounded by friends. Wyn’s black kitten jumped into Hana’s lap and mewed as though asking for food. Hana stroked the silky fur and slipped the kitten a morsel from her plate.

      When she’d first come to the village, she’d been lonely and afraid. But she’d found an empty house containing looms. She didn’t know where the weaver had gone, but she hadn’t been able to resist the opportunity and had stayed. Although she hadn’t mingled much with the villagers, she’d felt safe, and the women of the village had gradually pulled her into their circle, especially after Wyn had arrived and opened the tea shop. Now Hana couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

      At the end of the meal, Hana said, “Let me help you clean up.”

      “There’s no need,” Wyn said.

      “Please let me help.”

      Wyn looked at her for a moment, a subtle smile twitching her lips, before she said. “No, there really is no need. I already have help.” The dishes rose of their own accord and flew to a dishpan. “A  magical helper comes with a healer’s cottage. It seems to have something to do with the spirits of past healers. The idea is that the helper takes care of the healer so the healer can care for the village. I call mine Gladys because that was the name of the first healer to live in this cottage.”

      While Hana watched, the table was cleared and the dishes scrubbed by invisible hands. She knew magic existed and had even seen it used, but it was still eerie to see dishes and pots flying around. “Thank you for your help, Gladys,” she said. “And if you were the one to cook, dinner was delicious.”

      “Dinner was definitely thanks to Gladys,” Wyn said. “I can barely cook other than to brew tea.”

      After Bryn brought in the parcels for Wyn, he and Hana made their farewells and went back to the wagon. Bryn drove her to her doorstep. “Do you need help unloading?” she asked before she climbed down from the wagon—as though she could budge one of those barrels.

      “Daryn will help. We’ll do most of it tomorrow.”

      Bryn waited outside, with the wagon’s lanterns lit, until she got a lamp lit and shut the door. She put away the weaving supplies in the workroom, then went up the stairs to her bedroom and opened the window, letting in the fresh evening breeze. It was cool, but she liked the cool nights that reminded her of her childhood home in mountains harsher than the hills around Rydding.

      Leaning out the dormer window gave her the sense of being on the roof, and she remembered her masked hero, leaping up onto the rooftop. For a moment, she imagined running along the rooftops of the village, looking out for evildoers, then she laughed because she could barely take care of herself. She was no hero.

      But even the masked hero wouldn’t be able to save her if the royals came to Rydding. She would have to save herself. Turning away from the window, she got out her bag and began packing prized possessions and a few necessities. She needed to be prepared to flee at a moment’s notice.
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      Elwyn woke with a start and the distinct feeling that something was wrong. She reached across the bed and found the other side empty, but that wasn’t the problem. As much as she enjoyed the nights Bryn spent with her, she still relished her nights alone, having her bed to herself and keeping to her own schedule. He seemed to feel the same way, since he’d never pressed her for more time together. Both of them had jobs that came with homes and that required their presence. The arrangement was just right for her, the perfect mix of companionship and independence, and she hoped it was the same for him.

      But she still felt like she might need him, not as a lover, but in some other way. She must have awakened from a nightmare she didn’t remember, one that had involved him. She flipped her pillow over and molded it into the shape she preferred before rolling over and closing her eyes.

      A banging on the door downstairs brought her back to full consciousness. The urgency of the sound implied that duty called. Gladys flung a shift and a dress at her when she sat up, and she hurried to put them on, straightening her clothes as she ran down the stairs. Mair, who ran the dairy and who was Elwyn’s closest friend in the village, stood at the back door, breathing heavily.

      “It’s one of my cows. Something happened,” she blurted. “Lili’s with her.”

      “Let me get my bag. What’s wrong, is it an injury?”

      “Gashes on her back.”

      “Come in and sit in the kitchen while I get some supplies.” Gladys already had a cup of tea waiting for Mair, so Elwyn left her friend to the helper while she went to the shop at the front of the cottage. She would need something to clean the wounds, possibly something to close them, and something to ease pain. It would be easy enough if the patient were human, but animals were more of a challenge. She’d learned more about animal medicine since she’d taken on a student whose gifts lay with animals. If Lili was with the injured cow, they’d at least be able to get a good sense of how the cow felt and possibly even what had happened.

      Her bag packed with everything she thought she might need, she put on the stockings and boots Gladys brought her and tied on an apron and shawl before returning to Mair in the kitchen. “Let’s go,” she said.

      The two women left the cottage by the front door and hurried down the lane and across to Mair’s dairy farm. A dark-haired teenage girl stood in the barnyard with a cow that had evenly-spaced gouges across her back. “Something attacked her,” the girl reported. “I think something flying, but it’s hard to get more than that from her.” She gave the large dog sitting at her side a pat on the head. “Max must have scared it away. His barking was what woke me up so I came out and found her like this.”

      The gouges did look something like the injuries Elwyn had seen in small animals birds of prey tried and failed to carry away, but on a vastly different scale. Even ambitious eagles didn’t go after adult cows. “Let’s see what I can do,” Elwyn said. “Reassure her that I’m trying to help.”

      Lili closed her eyes and stroked the cow’s neck. Whatever she did, the cow held still while Elwyn probed the wounds. There were deep punctures at the ends of the gouges, then scrapes above them, as though something had tried to grasp the cow but lost its grip. At the tops of the gouges, the wounds barely penetrated the hides, but those punctures were concerning. She doubted they’d damaged anything vital, but they were bleeding.

      She mixed a poultice that would clean the wounds and slow the bleeding and applied it to the punctures. The cow bellowed when she first touched the wounds, but it didn’t shift or kick, which spoke to Lili’s rapport. Working with livestock could be treacherous. When the girl was fully trained, she’d be valuable. Remembering her role as teacher, Elwyn talked through what she was doing and why, and Lili nodded along. Elwyn suspected she’d need to repeat the lesson because the girl’s attention was focused on keeping the cow calm.

      Once Elwyn was done with the poultice, she washed her hands in the water Mair brought her and dried them on her apron. “I don’t think it will cause lasting damage, though there may be scars left on the hide,” she said.

      “I just hope she’ll still give milk,” Mair said. “Should I milk her today?”

      “I can’t think of why not.”

      “She wants to be milked,” Lili reported.

      “Then let’s get to the barn,” Mair said. Lili led the cow to the barn, with Mair and Elwyn following.

      “You didn’t see what did that?” Elwyn asked.

      “Whatever it was must have been gone by the time I got outside,” Lili said. “It had to be a big bird. It was a bird, wasn’t it?”

      “This is outside my area of expertise,” Elwyn said. “But I would recommend keeping smaller animals indoors overnight until we know what’s happening.”

      “I’m keeping everything in the barn overnight,” Mair said. “And I may stay out in the meadow with the herd during the day. I won’t get anything done in the house or dairy, but better that than lose a cow, especially in the last days of summer when I need to get all the milk I can.”

      “If I can bring my studies with me, we can take turns,” Lili suggested. “You have work to do in the dairy, and cheesemaking is not one of my skills.”

      “Our arrangement isn’t that formal,” Elwyn said. “You’re free to go if you have something important to do.”

      Lili joined her when she returned to the cottage, where Gladys had breakfast ready and two places set. Elwyn fought back a yawn. She didn’t normally rise this early. “I wonder if Bryn has any books about birds,” Lili said in between bites of porridge. “Do you think it could be a magical bird?”

      “Everything’s possible.”

      “I’ll check with him before I go watch over the herd, so I can bring something to read while I’m out there. In the meantime, what was it you used on the cow? I should learn that.”

      “After we eat.” Elwyn took a long swallow of tea, willing it to go through her system and wake her further. It seemed that she’d awakened at the same time as the attack. Could that have been what roused her? But was that because she’d heard the commotion or because of some magical sense? She usually required physical contact to sense the feelings of others, but a deep terror, even from a cow or dog, might have reached her.

      When they were through with breakfast, Elwyn talked Lili through the herbs she’d used to treat the cow, what their effects were, how to prepare them, and what they looked like when they were growing. She left the girl writing up notes and went outside to tackle the garden.

      The cottage had been abandoned for years when she found it in the early spring, and as summer progressed the garden had become increasingly wild, full not only of herbs planted by the former residents but also a variety of other plants growing on their own. Keeping ahead of the weeds was a constant struggle, and she wished Gladys could function outside the cottage. A healer needed an outside helper as well as an inside one, but she supposed that tending the apothecary garden was a healer’s job in a way that washing pots and pans wasn’t.

      While she worked, she tried to imagine what had attacked that cow. The duke she used to work for had enjoyed falconry, and these looked like the kinds of marks the birds’ talons had left, but so much larger. Even the biggest hawk she’d seen was too small for this. Lili might be on to something in considering magical birds and beasts. The area around Rydding tended to attract magical things. The question was, had this beast just been passing through, or had it come to stay?

      When she went back into the cottage, Lili announced that she was going to the inn to look through Bryn’s books. “I’ll join you,” Elwyn said. “Let me change clothes first, though.”

      “He already likes you. You don’t have to dress up for him,” the girl teased.

      “I’ve been working in the garden and I feel disgusting. It’s as much for me as for him.”

      Gladys already had a basin of warm, lavender-scented water waiting for her, and after stripping off her work clothes, she gave herself a quick wash before putting on clean clothes. Her hair was still in the braid she’d worn to bed, and she brushed it out. At court she’d have put it up and worn a coif over it, but she enjoyed leaving it loose down her back when she wasn’t doing something where it would get in her way. Before she came to Rydding, she never would have imagined being happy in a remote village like this, but she was constantly finding new reasons to be glad of this place. She was freer here than she ever had been, with fewer rules constraining her.

      She and Lili reached the inn to find Bryn and Daryn, the new local constable, unloading barrels from the wagon in the stable yard and carrying them inside, with the help of Nico, the apprentice smith. When Daryn came out of the inn empty-handed, Lili ran to hug him. She’d recently learned that he was her father, and she’d taken to him as though she’d grown up with him. “Something attacked one of Mair’s cows!” she reported excitedly.

      “What was it?” Bryn asked.

      “We were hoping you could help with that,” Elwyn said. “It looked like it might have been a bird of prey, but much larger than anything I’ve ever seen. Something magical, perhaps?”

      “Do you have any books on magical beasts?” Lili asked.

      “I may have something,” Bryn said. “Let me finish unloading.”

      Noting the number of kegs in the wagon, Elwyn said, “Looks like you’re ready for the harvest festival.”

      “Yes, and for some time after that, though the ale won’t keep that long. The cider should, though. Have we done any other planning for the festival?”

      “That’s not my area,” Elwyn said with a laugh.

      Lili and Elwyn pitched in with the unloading, carrying the smaller items and helping put things away in the inn’s larder. The inn was seldom in use as an inn, since few people found their way to Rydding, but Bryn did open the taproom regularly to serve meals, and he prepared meals for most of the local festivals in the inn’s kitchen.

      “Bryn told me about that hunting party,” Daryn said as they stacked bags of dried beans in the larder. “You’re worried about the king finding us?”

      “I wouldn’t say worried,” Elwyn said. “But we are probably better off if he doesn’t try to drop in on the manor and discover that we don’t have a lord.”

      “The sealed-off doors might alarm him.”

      “What we need to avoid is getting another lord appointed,” Bryn said. “I’m not sure how it would affect us in relation to the curse that we finally split the village from, and getting a new charter with a new lord would complicate matters. Not to mention us suddenly having to pay rents again.”

      “I’ll have some of my people keep a watch on the road,” Daryn said. “We’ll need to figure out what to do if the royals do show up.”

      “Maybe we could send whatever attacked the cow after them,” Elwyn remarked.

      “They’d probably like that,” Daryn said. “Imagine the trophy that would make.”

      He’d said it in jest, but a shiver went down Elwyn’s spine. “Then let’s hope word of this giant bird, or whatever it is, doesn’t get out, or we’re sure to have a royal hunting party in our midst.”

      All of them went silent, considering the implications. “We should alert the villagers that there might be a creature big enough to go after a cow in the area,” Daryn said after a moment.“I’ll get the word out. Fortunately, most of the calves and lambs are nearly grown to full size by now.”

      When they were through working, Bryn, Elwyn, and Lili went up to Bryn’s room, where he’d made a good start on organizing the books he’d taken from his former master after the master was arrested for a conspiracy against the duke. There were still stacks and piles and some crates he’d barely sorted through, but there was more organization than chaos. “I haven’t needed anything about magical creatures, so that may still be packed,” he said, looking around the room. “I do seem to recall something that included engravings.”

      Elwyn knew to stay out of his books, since he had a system, so she and Lili stood back while he searched. He finally came up with a leather-bound volume with a faded golden embossing of a dragon on the cover. “You don’t think it could be a dragon, do you?” Lili asked, taking the book from him and opening it.

      “I don’t believe dragons have been seen in this kingdom in centuries, if ever,” Bryn said. “There’s no evidence of them, not even a skeleton. I’m not certain they were ever real. But there might be something else in there.”

      “I’ll look at it while I watch Mair’s cows,” she said. She closed the book, clutched it to her chest, and ran off.

      “It couldn’t be a dragon, could it?” Elwyn asked.

      “We’d have noticed a dragon in our midst. But there are plenty of other things it could be, and none of them are good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

        

      

    

    
      Hana hesitated about attending the village market a couple of days later. The market was unusually bustling, probably because of the recent harvest. Wise people were stocking up on goods for the winter while selling their surplus. The village regulars were there, as well as farmers from outlying farms and vendors who’d come from farther away. She wasn’t sure being seen in public by outsiders was a good idea with the royals nearby, but she might soon have a greater need for money, so she should take the opportunity to sell her supply of woven cloth. She reasoned that royal hunting scouts probably wouldn’t look twice at a weaver, and most of the people attending the market already knew her. Besides, she needed the sunlight for the work she was doing. After peering through her front window several times, she forced herself to load a basket with work and cloth and head into the marketplace.
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