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The soft chime of metal clinking against metal filled the air. It was a quiet sound, almost like a song, layered under the rhythm of steady breathing. The large tent smelled of iron and oak mixed with the earthy scent of soil. The morning sun sent pale shafts of light through the holes of the worn tent, painting thin lines of gold across the floor and table. The rest of the small space remained in shadows, a maze of forgotten projects and scattered tools, all resting under the watchful eyes of the tent’s young inhabitant.

At the table sat Nayla, a twelve-year-old with a mind as sharp as the blades she sometimes crafted. Her dark, delicate fingers worked with the precision of someone twice her age. Her skin gleamed like polished mahogany, kissed by the sun yet soft and unmarred by the roughness of the work that occupied her hands. Her brow furrowed in concentration and the thin braids in her hair brushed her shoulders as she leaned over her latest invention.

Spread across the table in front of her was a chaos that only she could understand: tiny copper gears the size of sunflower seeds, strips of metal bent into odd shapes, and thin wires looped in confusing spirals. To anyone else, it looked like a pile of scrap. But to Nayla, it was a treasure trove. Each piece was a story waiting to be told, or a tool waiting to be born.

Her hands moved with a grace that belied her youth. Despite her small frame, there was a quiet confidence in the way she manipulated the metal with a pair of pliers far too large for her grasp. She twisted a thin strip of bronze, her face scrunched up in deep thought as her eyes traced invisible lines across the piece. She was designing something new again, an invention she hadn’t yet named, but one she could already see fully formed in her mind. It would be useful. It would be designed with purpose, because Nayla was nothing if not a problem-solver.

She could still hear her mother’s voice echoing in her memory from the day before. Nayla, you’re always tinkering. When do you ever find time to act like a child?

But how could she explain it? How could she make her mother understand that there were too many things to fix, and too many ideas that had yet to be brought to life? There was no room in her mind for anything else. Not when every ticking clock, every creaky door hinge, and every clumsy broom handle begged for improvement. The world was full of problems, problems she could solve.

The tool she was working on now was one of her simpler ideas: a device to help her mother carry heavy buckets of water from the well to their carriage. It would fasten around the handle to redistribute the weight and make it easier to balance. Her mother hadn’t asked for it, of course. She never asked for anything. But Nayla watched everything; she noticed the small things, like how her mother’s back ached after a long day, how her hands shook when lifting the full buckets, and how she tried to hide it all with a smile. Nayla wouldn’t let her mother struggle in silence, at least not when there was something she could do about it.

She tightened the last screw on the device and held it up, turning it over in the light. It wasn’t much to look at: two metal loops connected by a wooden handle, a simple pulley system hidden in the joints. But it was functional, and that was all that mattered. She turned it in her hands to test the tension of the mechanism, satisfied with the smooth way it moved.

Nayla set the tool down with care and wiped her hands on the cloth hanging from her belt.

“Perfect,” she whispered to herself. The mechanism she had crafted wasn’t beautiful in the traditional sense. It didn’t have polished curves or engraved flourishes like the jewelry her mother sold, but it had a purpose. It was practical, useful. And in Nayla’s eyes, that was all the beauty something needed.

She turned toward the opening of the tent as her mother’s soft voice echoed in the air. The smell of freshly baked bread drifted into the workshop. It was a familiar scent, one that had come to define their mornings on the road, no matter where they stopped to set up their traveling shop. Their life was never still or tied to any one place for too long. But the smells, the routines, and the warmth of family made every camp feel like home.

Nayla slipped out of the tent. The early morning chill brushed against her skin as she stepped into the open air. The carriage loomed ahead, its wooden frame creaking slightly in the breeze. It was more than just a means of transportation. To Nayla’s family, it was everything. It was a home on wheels and a shelter in the storms; it was the beating heart of their livelihood.

The wide field where they had set up camp stretched out before her, with morning dew still glistening on the tall grass. Beyond that, the edges of a forest were bathed in golden light. Their carriage was painted in faded hues of blue and green. The wood was chipped from years of travel, but it stood strong, just as it always had. The wheels were nearly as tall as Nayla herself and were caked with dried mud from their last journey through a rainy valley. The side was adorned with a faded, hand-painted sign that read:

“GOODS FOR EVERY NEED”

She could hear her older brother, Kibwe, grunting from the other side of the camp. Kibwe was everything Nayla was not; he was tall, broad-shouldered, and endlessly active. At sixteen years old, he was already towering over their father, with muscles that came naturally from hauling goods and setting up tents day in and day out. Where Nayla’s world was full of delicate inventions and quiet thought, Kibwe’s was full of movement and action. He thrived on the open road and used every opportunity to race through the woods or climb the nearest tree, always pushing his body to its limits.

Nayla watched him for a moment. His back was turned to her as he practiced with his wooden staff, sweeping it through the air in graceful arcs to mimic the techniques he had learned from travelers they encountered along the way. He moved with the fluidity of someone who was more comfortable in motion than in stillness. His brown skin gleamed with sweat in the early light, and though he was focused, Nayla knew he was never too serious. Kibwe had a competitive streak, but his laughter was quick and infectious. He had a way of bringing lightness to every situation, even when the road was hard.

“Morning, Nayla!” Kibwe called out without turning around, as if sensing her presence. “Ready to race to the river again? I’ll give you a head start this time.”

Nayla rolled her eyes but smiled. “Only if I get to invent something to make me faster.”

Kibwe laughed, then spun the staff over his head before planting it in the ground with a thud. “I’d expect nothing less from the genius.”

Nayla shook her head and made her way toward the large fire pit where the heart of the camp lay. Her father was already there, crouched low beside the fire, poking at the embers with a long stick. He was humming to himself, a tune she recognized from one of the old songs he liked to sing when they traveled long stretches of road. There was a jovial energy to him, and always a smile tucked in the corner of his mouth, even when things weren’t going their way. His dark, round face bore an air of authority, and his large arms and broad shoulders made him look more like a bear than a merchant. But, most of all, it was his humor that set him apart. No matter the town or crowd, her father could always coax a laugh out of even the toughest of customers.

“Morning, my little inventor!” he greeted. “Did you finally build that machine to make cows milk themselves? Because I could use one of those.”

“Not yet,” Nayla replied, shaking her head as she sat down beside him. “But I’ve got something that’ll make carrying water a bit easier.”

Her father raised an eyebrow. “Well, look at that! Always thinking of something, aren’t you?” He reached over and ruffled her hair, which earned him a half-hearted swat from Nayla as she ducked out of reach.

As they settled into their routine, Nayla’s mother appeared from the carriage, carrying a basket full of freshly baked bread and jars of preserves they had gathered from the last village. Her mother, the heart and soul of their operation, had an air of grace and calm about her that seemed to settle even the rowdiest of markets. She wasn’t as tall as Kibwe or as boisterous as her husband, but she had a way with people and a charm that could turn a curious bystander into a loyal customer with just a few words.

Her mother’s skin was the same deep brown as Nayla’s, Kibwe’s, and her husband’s, and her eyes were always warm and kind. She had a sharp intellect like her daughter but used it in different ways. Where Nayla saw machines and problems to solve, her mother saw people. She saw what they wanted and what they needed. It was why their family was so successful. She could sell anything, from hand-carved trinkets to rare spices, weaving stories around each product until it seemed like something no one could live without.

“Nayla, Kibwe, breakfast,” her mother said. “And Kibwe, don’t you dare touch the bread until you’ve washed up.”

Kibwe groaned but obeyed, dropping his staff before trudging off toward the river. Nayla watched him go and shook her head. The rhythm of their life was familiar and comforting. They were always on the move and chasing the next market, but the bond they shared made every place feel like home.

Her mother sat beside her and handed her a piece of warm bread. “What were you working on this morning?”

“Just a little something to make things easier for you.” Nayla said. She took a bite of the warm bread, savoring the softness of the dough as it melted on her tongue, the sweet hint of honey perfectly balanced with the crunch of the golden crust. She smiled to herself, and a glint of excitement flashed in her eyes as she turned toward her mother.

There was always an attentive calm in her gaze when Nayla spoke, like whatever Nayla said was the most important thing in the world at that moment. It made her feel seen and heard, which was something she cherished deeply.

“What did you come up with this time?” her mother asked.

Nayla sat up a little straighter and brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“Well, I was thinking about how we always have to haul water from the river when we’re camped out,” she began. “And how it takes up so much time every morning. So, I’ve designed a pulley system. It can be set up by the river, and with a couple of strong ropes, we could hoist up several buckets at once with just one pull. It’s faster and more efficient, and it won’t tire anyone out before the day even starts.”

Her mother’s brows lifted in surprise.

“Nayla, that’s brilliant,” she said. “You’re always finding ways to make life easier for us. Where do you get these ideas?”

Nayla shrugged, though the compliment sent a wave of pride through her.

“I just see things that could be done better,” she said simply. “And I like making things work.”

Her mother reached over and gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

“Thank you, my love,” she said. “This will save us so much time. Especially your father...he’s always grumbling about fetching water when he could be organizing his sales.”

Nayla smiled, feeling that familiar warmth spread through her chest. It wasn’t just the act of inventing that she loved; it was knowing that her creations helped her family and made their life a little easier on the road. In a world that was constantly shifting beneath their feet, her inventions brought a bit of stability and a sense of control.

As if on cue, her father reappeared by the fire. He was holding a large platter of sizzling bacon, his face beaming as though he’d just returned from a grand adventure.

“Breakfast is served!” he announced. He sat the platter down. “I call this masterpiece: ‘Bacon from the Bountiful Village!’ I had a crispy deal yesterday, selling those old iron pots. And now, we feast!”

Nayla’s mother shot him an amused glance, and Nayla could already feel the corners of her mouth twitching. Her father was many things, like generous, hardworking, and kind. But funny? Not so much. His humor often leaned toward the corny side, yet his enthusiasm was so genuine it was hard not to at least give him a little credit for trying.

“Iron pots? That’s quite a sizzling sale!” her father continued, clearly not finished with his string of puns. “They said they wouldn’t buy them, but I told them, ‘You’ll be frying in no time!’”

There was a brief pause, where all four family members exchanged silent glances; it was the kind of look that passed between people who had been through the same routine many times before. A beat of silence stretched, and then, almost on cue, the polite pity laughs came in the form of soft, restrained chuckles that barely registered as genuine.

Nayla bit her lip to suppress a real laugh, feeling the awkward tension break just enough to keep the mood light. Her mother gave her father an indulgent smile, though her eyes sparkled with affectionate exasperation.

Kibwe, who had returned from washing up, plopped down beside Nayla and grabbed a slice of bread and bacon in one swift motion.

“Father, you’ve really got to work on those jokes,” he said with a grin, shaking his head. “You’re losing the crowd.”

“I’ll have you know, I was quite the entertainer in my youth,” their father shot back, undeterred. “People loved my jokes back then.”

“Yes, Father.” Kibwe quipped. “Back then. Like...a hundred years ago.”

Nayla snickered into her hand, while her mother gave Kibwe a gentle nudge with her elbow.

“Be nice to your father,” she said with a smile.

As they ate, the conversation turned, as it often did, to the towns they’d passed through. Kibwe leaned back against a crate, chewing on a piece of bread as he stretched out his long legs. His eyes gleamed with the same competitive energy that always seemed to surround him, even in moments of rest.

“You know,” he began casually, though there was nothing casual about the grin spreading across his face. “I was thinking about that jousting tournament back in Wrenwood. You all remember that, right?”

Nayla groaned internally but kept her face neutral. Here it came. Kibwe’s endless source of pride: the jousting tournament he’d won just a few weeks ago, and which he hadn’t stopped talking about since.

Her father leaned forward, already smiling as if they hadn’t heard the story a thousand times.

“Oh, do tell us, Kibwe. I don’t think we’ve heard this one before,” he said with exaggerated curiosity.

Kibwe, ever oblivious to sarcasm when he was on a roll, launched into the story with full enthusiasm.

“So there I was,” he said with wild, gesturing hands. “Lined up against these local boys. And I could see it in their eyes. They didn’t think I had a chance. But when I grabbed that lance, man, you should’ve seen their faces when I knocked the first guy clean off his horse! The whole crowd was cheering my name. It was wild.”

Nayla and her mother exchanged a knowing glance, their expressions mirrored with faint amusement and the faintest hint of a resigned sigh. This was a story that had become so familiar, it was practically part of the family’s daily routine.

“And then,” Kibwe continued. “In the final match, I went up against this huge fellow twice my size. Everyone thought I was done for. But I timed my strike perfectly, knocked him right off balance, and the next thing you know, I’m holding the winner’s trophy. Best day ever.”

He finished with a proud grin, as though waiting for the applause that never came. Instead, the family responded the way they always did, with a series of polite nods, faint smiles, and a collective rolling of eyes. It wasn’t that they weren’t proud of Kibwe, but by now, the tale had been told so many times they could recite it word for word.

“Right, right,” Nayla said, unable to resist a playful dig. “Just like the last hundred times you told us.” She let out a light laugh, shaking her head at Kibwe’s exaggerated recounting of his victory. His confidence and pride never seemed to falter, and although she teased him for it, there was a warmth blooming in her chest. It was comforting, in a way, knowing that her brother could move through the world with such certainty, while she often lingered in the quieter spaces, observing and thinking.

Despite her jabs, Nayla was genuinely happy for him. He had always been the bold one, the one who thrived in the spotlight, and she loved seeing him shine. There was something reassuring in the way Kibwe could turn every challenge into a win and every setback into a story worth bragging about. Nayla sometimes envied his confidence, but deep down, she was thankful for it too, as it gave the family a sense of security and a belief that no matter what, Kibwe would always find his way.

Her mother must have sensed the moment had run its course because she deftly steered the conversation in a new direction as she folded her napkin neatly on her lap.

“You know, speaking of exciting opportunities,” her mother began. “I had a very interesting conversation yesterday with a client from Binwich. A noblewoman, actually, from one of the wealthier families in the northeastern region.”

Nayla perked up, her curiosity piqued. Binwich was a name she had only heard in passing, a distant place that seemed more legend than reality. The northeastern regions were known for their wealth and grandeur, towering castles, and lush green fields stretching for miles. For a traveling family like theirs, Binwich felt like the kind of place that belonged in a storybook.

“What kind of conversation?” Kibwe asked, leaning forward with interest.

Her mother smiled.

“The woman purchased one of my handmade gowns,” she explained. “And she paid a rather hefty price for it, much more than I expected. Apparently, Binwich is full of people with more money than they know what to do with. She said there’s a growing demand for fine goods, like tailored dresses, exotic fabrics, and rare trinkets. It seems like an excellent market for us.”

Nayla’s father, who had been quietly polishing off his plate, suddenly brightened.

“That’s funny,” he chimed in. “I met someone from Binwich not too long ago too. This merchant was talking my ear off about the opportunities up there for vendors like us. They love unique goods and hand-crafted items...things you can’t find anywhere else.”

Kibwe raised an eyebrow.

“Sounds like a goldmine,” he said.

Their father nodded. “But that’s not all the guy mentioned. He also talked about the athletic opportunities in Binwich. Apparently, they host all kinds of competitions like jousting, archery, and duels. It’s a huge deal up there. The nobles love their sports, and they’re always on the lookout for new talent.”

Nayla could almost see the spark ignite in Kibwe’s eyes as he leaned back in his chair, probably imagining himself riding through the streets of Binwich, basking in the glory of yet another victory. She could practically hear him strategizing his next move, figuring out how to make his mark in a place that sounded as grand as Binwich.

“I mean, think about it,” Kibwe said. “It could be beneficial for all of us. I could enter some of their competitions, win a few titles, get our names out there. You could sell your dresses and trinkets to the rich folk. We could make a fortune!”

Nayla’s mother chuckled softly. “You always think so big, Kibwe. But I’ll admit, the idea has merit. The people in Binwich are willing to spend, and with your talent, I’m sure you could draw attention.”

Her father nodded in agreement. “It’s not a bad idea. We’ve been doing well on this route, but Binwich could be the next big thing for us. The opportunities there could set us up for a long time.”

Kibwe leaned forward, a grin stretching across his face as he looked between their parents. “So? Should we make Binwich our next stop?”

The question hung in the air for a moment, as if waiting for the weight of the decision to settle over them all. For a traveling family, choosing the next destination was always a significant moment. Each new town or kingdom brought its own set of challenges and rewards, and every decision felt like a gamble. Sometimes they struck gold, and other times they left with little more than they arrived.

Nayla’s mother exchanged a glance with her husband, both of them silently weighing the possibilities. Then her mother turned to Nayla. “What do you think, Nayla? Are you all right with the idea of heading to Binwich next?”

Nayla, who had been listening quietly, felt the eyes of her family on her. She took a deep breath, considering the question. Binwich sounded like a place full of opportunities, not just for Kibwe or her parents, but for herself as well. A new kingdom meant new challenges, new faces, new things to learn and discover. And though the unknown always carried a certain level of uncertainty, Nayla found herself intrigued by the possibilities.

“I’m open to new opportunities,” she said. “If Binwich is as promising as it sounds, it could be a good next step for all of us.”

Her father beamed, clearly pleased with her answer.

“That settles it then,” he said. “Binwich it is.”

Kibwe grinned triumphantly.

“You won’t regret it,” he promised as he flashed his sister a confident wink.

Nayla smiled back, though a part of her felt a familiar flutter of nervousness. But that was part of the adventure, wasn’t it? Each new place they traveled brought its own blend of excitement and challenge. Binwich, with all its prestige and promise, was sure to be no different.

“Well, we’ve got a busy day ahead of us, then,” her mother said. “We’ll need to gather our things and prepare for the journey. If we leave at first light tomorrow, we can be on the road and reach Binwich in a decent amount of time.”

Nayla nodded, already mentally making a checklist of the supplies they would need and the ways she might improve their carriage for the longer trip. There was always something to fix, or something to tweak to make the journey smoother.

The family fell into a familiar rhythm as they began planning for the day ahead. Though the sun had barely risen, there was a sense of renewed energy in the air, the promise of a new adventure pulling them forward. Binwich lay ahead, full of potential and mystery, and Nayla couldn’t help but feel a flicker of excitement at the thought of what lay beyond the horizon.
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The journey to Binwich stretched long into days, marked by the slow trundle of carriage wheels and the constant hum of distant chatter among Nayla’s family. The landscape shifted from rolling plains to low, misty hills, as the air grew cooler with each passing day. Spring was unfolding all around them, with soft green buds on trees, the bright scatter of wildflowers painting the roadside, and birds weaving songs into the breeze. Nayla leaned out of the carriage and let the air whip through her hair. Her mind was already ticking with ideas about what she might see in this northeastern region.

Her mother sat beside her, knitting a scarf with the same precision she used in all her crafting, while her father hummed absentmindedly, and occasionally slapped the reins to encourage their tired horses forward. Kibwe, much to everyone’s amusement, was practicing his jousting form with an imaginary lance.

They passed through smaller villages along the way, where life moved at a slower pace. Cobblestone streets were lined with modest homes and thatched roofs that puffed smoke into the sky from early-morning hearths. Children played in the open fields, chasing one another with wooden swords while their parents set out wares or tended to livestock. Each village had its own charm, but none as bustling as their final destination, the city of Watertown.

As they neared the outskirts of Watertown, the change in the atmosphere was evident. The dirt roads turned to wide and smooth stone that guided travelers toward the heart of the city. The closer they got, the more the air buzzed with activity. Farmers and merchants from nearby villages crowded the streets with carts of produce, fabric, tools, and livestock. Wooden signs swung from shopfronts, painted with bright letters that advertised everything from freshly baked bread to rare spices.

Nayla watched in awe as the city unfolded before them. Watertown was a world unto itself. The streets teemed with people from all walks of life. There were merchants, nobles, and artisans, and their different accents mingled in the air as they shouted or greeted one another. Tall buildings of pale stone and timber towered over the streets, with rooftops that curved in elegant arches. Banners in deep blue and gold, or the colors of Binwich, fluttered from nearly every post, signaling the pride of the region and its ruler, Constable Thavidor.

The city’s market square was the grandest Nayla had ever seen. It sprawled across several streets, with vendors tucked into every available nook, selling goods from distant lands as well as local wares. Exotic fruits Nayla had never seen, intricate jewelry, and finely crafted tools all glittered under the morning sun. Nayla’s mother took it all in with an appraising eye, likely already thinking of how they could stand out in such a crowded marketplace. Her father, of course, seemed more enchanted by the food vendors, eyeing a stand where roasted meats sizzled over an open flame.

“We’ll do well here,” he said. He rubbed his hands together as though he could already feel the weight of coins in his palm. “Look at all the people! The possibilities!”

Kibwe, too, was buzzing with excitement as his gaze wandered to the banners of tournaments and games that lined the streets. “There’s bound to be more than just jousting here. I bet they hold archery contests and foot races, too. We could stay here for a while and make a name for ourselves!”

Nayla’s mother chuckled. “We’ll see about that. First, we set up shop and see if this city is as promising as it looks.”

The family settled on a spot near the edge of the main square, where foot traffic was steady, but competition wasn’t quite as fierce. Their tent, weathered from years of use, popped up quickly under her father’s careful eye. Nayla marveled at how seamlessly they worked together after all these years of travel, with her mother organizing the goods, her father setting up displays, and Kibwe carrying the heavier items, all while still finding time to talk about how many tournaments he could win.

As they unfurled their wares, a collection of beautifully crafted dresses, sturdy leather shoes, and practical tools, Nayla couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride. Their traveling shop might have been modest, but it was theirs, and it carried a piece of each of them in every item they sold. It was a place of innovation, resilience, and laughter, all bound together by the road.

Nayla pulled out her latest invention: a collapsible stool designed for travelers. It folded neatly into a pack and could be set up in seconds, sturdy enough to hold even the largest man. She smiled as she placed it next to her father’s display, already imagining who might stop by and be impressed.

“There,” her mother said as she stood back to admire their setup. “We’ve done it again. Now let’s see what this city has in store for us.”

Nayla carefully laid out the last of her mother’s dresses and smoothed the soft fabric with her hands before stepping back to admire their work. The tent had transformed into a lively display of their craft. Rows of dresses in every shade of blue, green, and red swayed lightly in the breeze and caught the sunlight that filtered through the open flaps. Her father had already attracted a small group of passersby, all gesturing grandly at the tools he had laid out. Hammers, knives, and even one of Nayla’s foldable stools were spread out on a wooden table, each gleaming in the midday sun. Kibwe stood nearby with his arms crossed, offering to demonstrate the sturdiness of a leather belt or the weight of a hammer whenever anyone walked by.

They had grown used to the usual rhythm of setting up shop in a new place, attracting curious buyers, and working together as a team. But something about Watertown felt different to Nayla. The air was lighter and the streets more welcoming. She couldn’t wait to explore.

“Everything’s set up,” she said. She looked to her mother, who was arranging the last of the jewelry on a small velvet-lined display. “Do you think I could go take a look around?”

Her mother glanced around the bustling market square. Her eyes were sharp, but there was no hint of danger or unease. Families strolled by with baskets of food, merchants traded jokes and stories, and children chased each other through the narrow streets with laughter that echoed off the stone walls.

Her father, who overheard, nodded with a grin. “I don’t see why not. Just be back before the sun starts to dip.”

Kibwe lifted a wooden crate and set it by the entrance, then smirked. “Bring back something interesting, Nay. Maybe some new ideas for that brain of yours.”

Nayla smiled. She kissed her mother’s cheek and promised to be back soon, then darted off, with the sound of the market fading as she made her way toward the heart of the town.

Watertown was larger than she had realized. The narrow streets twisted and turned, opening up into smaller courtyards and pockets of shops and homes. She introduced herself as she went along, with her usual curiosity leading her from one group of people to the next. She met a potter who was crafting delicate clay bowls with intricate patterns, and Nayla couldn’t help but marvel at the steady hands that shaped the clay with such precision. She spoke with a blacksmith whose forge burned hot as he hammered a glowing horseshoe into shape. His biceps bulged with each swing of his hammer.

“Do you ever get tired of the heat?” she asked as she took in the sparks that flew with every strike.

The blacksmith laughed and wiped sweat from his brow. “You get used to it. And besides, it keeps the cold out during the winters.”

As she introduced herself to each person, they all seemed taken with this small, bright-eyed girl with a quick mind and a knack for inventions. She spoke eagerly about the foldable stool, and people raised their brows in amazement.

“You’re twelve?” one woman had asked, astonished. “And you thought of that yourself?”

Nayla nodded with a shy smile, though inside, she was proud. She loved talking about her creations, and the way people looked at her when they saw just how capable she was filled her with a quiet confidence.

The afternoon passed in a blur of new sights and sounds, each corner of the town revealing something different. She passed a bakery that smelled of cinnamon and sugar, and a spice merchant whose stand was a colorful array of reds, yellows, and browns, each scent sharper than the last. At every turn, there was something to see and something to learn, and Nayla drank it all in.

After a while, she found herself crossing a small stone bridge that arched over a stream. The water below rushed softly, with a surface that glimmered in the afternoon light. She slowed her pace and glanced over the edge of the bridge to watch the water ripple over the smooth stones below.

As she neared the other side, something caught her eye. There was someone sitting on the bank, partially hidden beneath the shadow of the bridge. A girl, perhaps around her own age, sat alone, with her back hunched as she tossed small stones into the water and watched the ripples spread out from each splash. Her hair was dark and tangled, and her clothes, though not dirty, were plain and worn, unlike the more polished appearance of the villagers Nayla had met earlier.

For a moment, Nayla hesitated. She was about to turn back toward the market, but something stopped her. The sight of the girl sitting there, so quiet and still, drew her in. There was something lonely about the way the girl moved and the way she seemed lost in her thoughts, detached from the world around her.

Without thinking, Nayla took a step off the bridge. She stepped carefully along the bank, keeping her eyes on the girl under the bridge. She was just a little smaller than Nayla, with brown hair that fell in messy strands around her shoulders and fair skin that seemed to glow in the dim light filtering through the trees. Her blue eyes, the same shade as the sky before dusk, were focused intently on the water as she tossed another rock and watched it plunk into the stream without so much as a bounce.

For a moment, Nayla considered turning back. After all, the girl seemed absorbed in her own world, quiet and distant, maybe not wanting to be disturbed. But then again, Nayla had always been drawn to the quiet ones. There was often something interesting behind those silences, like stories waiting to be told.

She took a deep breath and made her way closer, keeping her steps slow so she wouldn’t startle the girl. When she was a few feet away, she cleared her throat.

“Hello,” Nayla said as she offered a small wave. “Mind if I join you?”

The girl flinched. Her grip on the rock in her hand tightened for a moment before she turned her head to look at Nayla. Her blue eyes flickered with surprise, and for a moment, she didn’t say anything. Nayla could see the uncertainty on her face, as if unsure whether to stay or flee.

“I...I’m just throwing rocks,” the girl finally said. She glanced back at the water, and Nayla noticed the way her shoulders tensed, like she was bracing herself for something.

“That’s all right,” Nayla replied. She sat down on the bank a few feet away. She plucked a small, smooth stone from the ground and held it between her fingers. “I like throwing rocks too. It’s kind of relaxing, isn’t it?”

The girl glanced at her again, this time with a bit less hesitation. Slowly, her grip on her rock loosened, and she nodded. “Yes, I suppose.”

“I’m Nayla, by the way,” Nayla said. She leaned back on her hands and stared out at the water.

The girl was quiet for a moment longer, but finally, she spoke. “I’m Darsie.”

Nayla smiled at that. She nodded as she tossed her stone into the water and watched it plop under the surface. “Nice to meet you, Darsie.”

Darsie seemed to relax a little more after that, and her posture softened as she looked down at the rocks by her feet. “I come here sometimes. It’s quiet.”

“I can see why,” Nayla said as she looked out over the stream. The soft gurgle of the water and the rustle of leaves overhead made the space feel peaceful, like a hidden world far from the bustling streets of Watertown.

For a while, they sat in a comfortable silence, both tossing stones into the stream. It felt like an unspoken agreement between them, and there was no need for small talk or pleasantries. Just the simple act of being there together.
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