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			Praise for The Swan Harp:

			“A spellbinding fantasy romance…The human and swanfolk cultures united in harmony through the marriage of King Tir and Queen Tianis created an intriguing foundation for worldbuilding within the story’s introduction. I loved diving into the swanfolk’s culture and seeing how the transformative magic intertwined with Kiar’s story, creating tension and suspense… Princess Kiar bears the weight of the kingdom on her young shoulders. With many lessons to learn, Kiar has to prove that she has the strength to rule and make difficult decisions, especially when the most ominous threat comes from the least expected place. 

			I recommend The Swan Harp to readers who enjoy slow burn fantasy romance, shapeshifting magic, medieval fantasy settings, and subtle political intrigue.” —Reedsy Discovery

			“When her sisters Adana and Orla both gain the ability to transform into swans like their mother, Kiar feels left out. As Princess of Valenia, she will inherit the kingdom from her father King Tir—but becoming queen is nothing compared to the ability to fly. This feeling intensifies when her family fosters three cygnets and it turns out that Orla is a black swan, a once-in-a-century phenomenon with powerful magic… An uneasy peace with the neighboring kingdom of Noermark hangs in the balance as its King begins to make attempts to take over, by marriage if not by force. Every decision the young queen in waiting makes must balance the needs of all her subjects, human and swanfolk alike.

			Fantasy skirting fairytale, Elizabeth Creith's young adult novel The Swan Harp (Wings of Valenia Book One) uses an unusual premise and some original and tender world-building to draw readers in." —IndieReader





			"Elizabeth Creith is an exciting new voice in fantasy fiction, creating an entire new world full of beautiful, fragile and powerful creatures, as yet unseen anywhere. You'll stay for the magic, but you'll live for the story." —Susie Moloney, author The Dwelling, A Dry Spell, and The Thirteen.

			"Family, betrayal, tragedy—there is so much to love about this exciting coming of age fantasy! The…resonance of the old tales, with a heart we expect from the best stories of today." —Anita Daher, actor and author of You Don't Have to Die in the End.

			“In the medieval world of Valenia, humans and swanfolk live in harmony. Author Creith tells the story from Kiar’s point of view-a young girl growing up quickly because of her circumstances. The book is full of beautiful, powerful, yet fragile creatures—human and otherwise. Creith’s storytelling is relatable and descriptive, yet simplistic enough that younger readers won’t lose interest. Creith was inspired by a 500-year-old ballad about two sisters in love with the same man, and also by Lorena McKennitt’s song, ‘The Bonny Swans.’ If you love old fairytales and myths, this might be the book for you. It’s a new version of an ancient tale full of shapeshifters, medieval life, hidden magic, family drama, and it’s 5 stars from me. —Linda, Amazon reviewer

			“This is Book One of the Wings of Valenia series. Amazing world building that is detailed and imaginable. Fascinating characters that are well developed and diverse. Twists and unexpected turns keep you reading. The storyline is fast-paced and very well written, filled with magic, betrayal, danger, death, politics, intrigue, and subterfuge. The plot thickens, the suspense builds, and the passion erupts! I can’t wait to read the rest of this series. —Jennifer, Amazon reviewer
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			CHApteR

			​ONe

			The morning my sister Adana came to say goodbye for the winter, I was up early. Willow, my foster sister and friend, muttered something in her sleep from the other side of the bed when I got up, and then she fell silent again.

			I dressed quickly and washed my face in the cold water from the basin. I combed my hair out and braided it, then slid behind the curtain that covered my window to breathe in the autumn air. It hadn’t snowed yet, but the smell of frost and dying leaves announced that winter was on its way.

			My mother stood in the courtyard, almost directly below my window. She was easy to recognize; no other woman in the castle wore her long hair loose instead of braided or coiled into a knot. Bands of white streaked her black hair. They’d widened in the half-year since the death of my sister Orla. 

			She faced out toward the wall. Nobody else stood as quietly. Even the guards on the wall and the one at the gate shifted or paced to keep warm and limber. She might have been a young tree, or a woman carved of stone except for the way the slight breeze stirred her hair and clothing. She might have been watching for Adana. I hoped she was. I hoped she hadn’t started believing once again that Orla was still alive and on her way home. Those times were hard on her and everyone around her, and hardest of all on my father.

			I stepped back into the room and pulled the curtain closed. Willow sat up and swung her feet out from under the blankets.

			“I’ll see you downstairs,” I said, and she nodded. 

			In the great hall, my father and Tuan sat at the king’s table, nearest the outer door of the hall. Six months ago, the king’s table had been full every morning. We all sat there—my father and mother, my two sisters Adana and Orla, along with Willow, Gil, and Tuan, the three swanfolk my parents had fostered. 

			Now Gil and Adana were married and gone to live with the swanfolk, my mother’s people. Orla was gone, too, never to return. She’d always been Mother’s favourite. Mother ate little now and didn’t linger at the table with Father as she once had. 

			There was less on the table than a year ago, and not only because of our family’s diminished size. The spring planting had gone as usual, and the crops had grown well. But in the last weeks of summer and into the fall, the fields had been plagued by deer, rabbits, even boar. Nothing seemed to keep the creatures out—not clippings of hair hung around the fields, not the dogs, nothing. The intruders ran, but always returned.

			The boar were the worst; they trampled what they didn’t eat and were dangerous to confront and drive off. Father and some of his men had gone out six times to hunt boar, bringing home five. Only one had run; the others had stayed to fight, although I’d never heard of boars defending food. Wild pigs ate everything; there was always something for them, whether it was acorns or beech mast, or the root vegetables in the fields.

			Nias, the cook, had begun to serve less at each meal, and while nobody went hungry, little was left over. The chickens were still laying; they would stop for winter, but without a good supply of table scraps, they would stop sooner. I didn’t know if there were fewer eggs already; Nias had said nothing about it. The boar, thinner than usual and tough, would not make up for the crops they’d eaten and ruined, and the same was true of the deer and rabbits, grouse and other wild birds we snared in the gardens.

			Every day I expected Nias to say something about the food stores. I worried we had a lean winter ahead, and a leaner spring.

			“Good morning, Father,” I said, and leaned to kiss his cheek. 

			He put his arm around my shoulders and hugged me. “Good morning, Kiar.” 

			He tugged on my braid, and as I slipped into my place next to Tuan, he smiled at us. Tuan squeezed my hand under the table.

			That was something else that had changed. A year ago, Tuan had been my friend; now he was much more. We hadn’t spoken of betrothal, nor had he said any of the formal things a suitor was supposed to say to my father. All the same, he now sat next to me at court occasions. Father had ordered a chair for him, not as elaborate as my own throne, but carved and cushioned and clearly a seat of honour.

			“You’re dressed up this morning,” Father said.

			I raised my eyebrows. He’d put on the embroidered surcoat he wore for feasts, and his beard and hair were freshly trimmed. 

			“I thought I’d wear something pretty for the occasion,” I said. “We won’t see Adana now until spring. Do you think Gil will come, too?”

			“He’ll come,” Tuan said.

			“They’ll be cold without feathers,” I said. “We should have cloaks for them.”

			Father lifted a fold of blue wool from the empty chair beside him—Mother’s chair. “I asked Elena to bring their cloaks down. Your mother is out there watching for Adana.”

			“Has she eaten?” I asked.

			“Yes,” Father said. “She had some bread and fruit before she went out. I think she’d like to go down to the lake and say goodbye to her parents. I thought I’d take her after she’s seen Adana.”

			“That’s a good idea,” I said, although privately, I wondered if it was. My grandfather, king of the swanfolk, had banished Mother, his own daughter, from the flock. He was the first to say she was mad, that her presence frightened and angered the rest of the flock, and he had decreed that she could no longer come back to the people she’d grown up among. Even now, my father wouldn’t admit Mother was not simply deep in grief for Orla.

			Sianna, the wisewoman who lived half a day’s ride from the castle, had said that Mother would probably get better. My father, I thought, clung to the hope that she would return to being the woman he had courted and married, the swan princess who had kept her human form to be with him. She was better, but that didn't mean she'd ever be cured. I no longer hoped for the mother who had loved me to come back.

			Willow came in and sat on the empty bench opposite Tuan and me. She eyed my clothes. “You’re dressed up.”

			“I think Adana will come today,” I said. 

			The swanfolk had been restless over the past week; small groups circled and came back to land on the lake. On the autumn breeze, their calls carried from the lake to the castle, an unceasing gabble of sound that signalled the fall flight.

			“Eatha told me she wants to bring in the cloth from the bog today,” Father said. “She’d like a guard with her. Do you have an idea about who should go?”

			Every spring, Eatha placed lengths of woven cloth into the shallow, peaty pool at the edge of the bog, and every fall at the early frost, she pulled them out. The bog-water dyed the wool a soft, dark brown, lighter on white, darker on grey and black. Moths didn’t seem to eat holes in the peat-dyed wool as much as they did in undyed cloth.

			“I’d like to,” Willow said before I could answer. 

			“We three could go,” I said. Of course, Eatha would want a guard. This summer and fall, the wild animals had been behaving strangely, coming closer to the fields and the castle than usual. It wasn’t only the deer and the wolves who preyed on them, but bear as well, even the shy wildcats. 

			Wolves mostly left us alone, but bears sometimes attacked one or two people. Wildcats were unpredictable. Until this year, we hadn’t seen them around the castle or fields. Even the outlying farmsteads usually heard wolves at a distance, and seldom saw bear or wildcats close by

			“Did she see anything in particular?” I asked. “What should we watch for?”

			“She said she didn’t,” Father said. “but she still felt uneasy going to the bog alone.”

			He didn’t say “after last spring.” Nobody talked about it, but the things Orla had done, or nearly done—before she died and after—had shocked and frightened people. Her dark magic had created an aura of fear, and it had faded slowly.

			“Weapons are no good against magic,” Willow said, spooning honey onto her bread.

			“True enough,” Father said, “and I’ll thank you not to say that to Eatha, Willow.” 

			She ducked her head. “Yes, Sire.” 

			“Orla’s gone,” Tuan said. “nobody needs to be afraid. Not with—” He stopped.

			“I know who keeps this country safe,” Father said, “whether or not you say it.”

			So did we all, and for a few moments, we were all silent. I felt my cheeks burning. It should have been Father who cast Orla out of Valenia. The fact that I’d been the one to do it still made me feel uncomfortable, as though I’d somehow betrayed him.

			“Then you’ll go with her, all of you?” Father said at last.

			“Yes, of course,” I said.

			He nodded. “It’s good to let her know we take her fears seriously. You don’t leave a candle burning in a child’s room because there are monsters in the dark. You leave it so the child knows that if there are monsters, she has protection.”

			I was drinking the last of my hot mint tea when one of the guards on the wall called out. 

			“The princess! The princess!” 

			“Adana!” Father picked up the cloaks from Mother’s chair and almost ran to the courtyard. Tuan, Willow, and I followed.

			The two swans were still in the air, gliding down to land in the grass in front of the castle. Almost as soon as the first one touched the ground, the blue-white glow of magic flared up around her. When it faded, my sister Adana stood there, her long black hair settling around her bare white body. 

			“Welcome home, Adana,” Father said. He shook out the blue cloak he’d brought for her and swirled it neatly over her shoulders, and she slipped her arms through the two slits in the sides and fastened the silver pin, shaped like a rose, which held the cloak at her throat.

			“Thank you,” she said, smiling. “I’m happy to see you, Father. Are you well?” 

			He kissed her forehead and hugged her for a moment. “I am,” he said. “Gil, it’s good to see you looking well.” 

			As the glow of magic around the second swan faded, Adana’s husband stood slightly behind her.

			 “Thank you, Sire.” He took the green cloak Father offered him and draped it over his own shoulders. “It’s good to be well.” Gil had been very sick all last winter, first from the lung fever that happened sometimes in cold weather, and then from Orla’s enchantments. He and Adana had married at midsummer and taken their place in the flock as heirs to Mother’s swanfolk parents. 

			“How is Mother?” Adana asked. 

			“She’s well. She eats, and she sleeps indoors. It’s hard for her to be under a roof for long.” Father glanced back through the gate, but Mother wasn’t quite in sight.

			Adana held out her arms. “Kiar, you look beautiful! Did you put on that dress for us?”

			“Yes, I did.” We hugged, and slender as she was, she still squeezed the breath from me. 

			She kissed my cheek. “It’s a pleasant change to see you dressed prettily. Tuan, don’t you think so?” She held out a hand to Tuan and Willow and drew them into our hug. 

			“Can we offer you something to eat?” I said. “Nias has made your favourite cakes every morning for the last three days, in case you arrived.”

			“I’d love that,” Adana said. “but we can’t stay. Grandfather wants to leave today. He’s waiting for us to come back.” 

			“It was good of him to let you say goodbye,” Father said. 

			Grandfather was the Swan King; he could take the flock south to the winter grounds at his pleasure. Even Adana, his granddaughter and heir, had to obey him. 

			“It wasn’t only to say goodbye,” Adana said. “I have a message from Grandmother.”

			“Then we’ll talk in private,” Father said.

			When we were all settled in his council chamber, with a plate of cakes still hot from the oven, Father said, “What is this message?”

			“Grandmother says the past has come back,” Adana said. She crumbled the little cake in her hands. I hadn’t seen her so troubled for months. “She says it’s angry and dangerous.” 

			“How can the past come back?” I said. 

			“I know,” she said. “It doesn’t make sense in human speech. She told me in swan form, and the meaning isn’t the same.”

			None of us asked why Adana hadn’t simply asked Grandmother to repeat her warning in human form. A human could make such a request, but among the swanfolk nobody asked the king or queen to change form, or to explain themselves again.

			“What might it mean?” Father asked. “Someone from the past is coming back to make trouble? An old enemy?”

			“Maybe,” Adana said. “But the way she said it didn’t sound as though she meant someone from Noermark, or a person at all, or even another swan.”

			“You mean, nothing alive?” I asked.

			“I suppose.” She frowned. “Gil, didn’t it almost sound as though she might mean something dead? Or at least, not really alive?”

			“A ghost?” Father said. His frown matched Adana’s. “Was she speaking of—” 

			“No!” Adana said. “It wasn’t Orla. Besides, Kiar banished her. It couldn’t be Orla.” She reached to take Gil’s hand. 

			“Are you sure?” I asked. Orla had been more powerful than any of us had known. She’d used her magic to make places around the castle where she could stand among us, unseen and unheard, and she’d used them for years. I wasn’t altogether confident her spirit was banned from Valenia, even though she’d left when I’d thrown her out.

			“I’m sure,” said Gil. “It’s not Orla, Kiar. Nobody will see her back here for a long, long time. And if she came back, I’m sure I’d know. What she did to me, that kind of magic, it leaves a shadow. I think I’ll always know if she’s around. And I say she isn’t.”

			“You’re certain of that?” Father asked.

			“Yes, Sire,” Gil said. “I’d stake my life on it.”

			“I think we have to believe you, then,” Father said. “But if not her, then what? Or who?”

			“I wish I could tell you,” Adana said. “I don’t know whether Grandmother will say any more, and I won’t have time to come again before we leave.” 

			“When will that be?” I asked. Once the flock left for their wintering grounds in the south, there would be no way for Adana to send us a message. 

			“Perhaps today, or tomorrow. Grandfather flew around the lake this morning, and I thought he’d give the call to leave, but he came back to feed. He knew I wanted to say goodbye. And one more thing,” Adana said. “I think the bog is growing larger. The edges have moved out in some places—a little, but they have moved.”

			“Bogs move and change,” Father said. “There was no alder or willow growing along the creek until perhaps twenty years ago. The dyeing pond was bigger, too, if I remember rightly.”

			Adana smiled and shook her head. “I suppose Grandmother’s warning made me nervous,” she said. “and I was looking for something to be wrong. It hasn’t changed that much, after all.”

			“No long, boggy arm crawling up the hill to the castle?” I asked. 

			She laughed. “No, nothing like that. Grandmother didn’t say anything about the bog, but I noticed it from the air.”

			“Never mind,” Father said. “I’d rather you let me know. It’s good to have a swan’s-eye view of the world.”

			We talked for a while of smaller things, and then Adana rose. “We have to go.”

			“Of course,” Father said. “We’ll see you off.”

			We walked back out into the sharp autumn air. 

			In the courtyard, Adana stopped. “I want to speak to Mother, or at least try.” 

			“She was around that corner when we came in,” I said, pointing. “She was watching us. Maybe she’s waiting for you to speak to her.”

			Adana’s look said she didn’t altogether believe me. “I’ll meet you outside the gate.” She walked along the wall and around the corner. She was gone long enough for my fingertips to get chilly. When she came to the gate, her eyes were pink-rimmed, as though she was holding back tears.

			“She wants to come with us,” Adana said to Gil. “She asked if she could fly back with us, and I had to tell her no.”

			“Will she listen?” I asked. “Maybe she’ll try to follow you.”

			Adana shook her head.

			“Adana is the heir,” Gil said. “The voice of the king when he isn’t there. I don’t think your mother can disobey her.”

			The word can was a blow. Mother as we had known her would probably have chosen to obey Adana’s word. More likely, she wouldn’t have wanted to fly south and leave us. But now Mother was so much more her swan self that she couldn’t choose to defy Adana. She might look human, but in her heart, she wanted to be back in her swan form, among her true people.

			I wanted to comfort Adana, but I couldn’t think of anything that would help. Gil put his arm around her, and she leaned her head against his shoulder, only for a moment. Then she straightened up.

			“I’ll come and see you in the spring,” she said to Father. She hugged him, and he held her tightly and kissed her hair. Then she hugged me and kissed my cheek, and did the same to Willow and Tuan.

			“Take care of yourself,” she said to Father. 

			“Look after her, Gil,” Father said. 

			“I will, Sire.”

			Then he and Adana unpinned their cloaks. Willow took Gil’s cloak. I reached for Adana’s, but Father got it first. He folded the cloak over his arm. Then Gil and Adana called up the magic, and two swans stood where two human people had been a few seconds before. They flew away without a backward glance. We watched until their wings were a scribble in the air. I didn’t dare look at my father’s face; I could feel tears in my own eyes. 

			I had thought that no winter could be more terrible than the last, with the lung fever and Gil slowly dying under Orla’s enchantment. Now what I remembered was all of us—Orla still alive, Mother still herself, and Adana and Gil with us, even through all the bad things. 

			I walked back inside the gates, but Father stayed where he was. Tuan and Willow fell into step beside me.

			“I’m glad you didn’t go south, too,” I said to Willow.

			“I like the snow,” she said. She was biting her lips, trying not to laugh.

			“What’s so funny?” I asked. “I wouldn’t mind something to laugh about right now.”

			“Oh, Kiar,” she said, “It’s funny that you’d think I’d leave. You and Tuan are as much my flock as the swanfolk are. More, maybe. How could I fly away and never see you all winter?”

			“This is going to be a strange winter,” I said, “with only the four of us.”

			“Five,” Tuan said, glancing towards the corner of the castle. Mother stood there again, but this time she wasn’t watching the sky. She was looking towards the gate, and Father as he gazed at the place in the sky where their eldest daughter had flown away.
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			Chapter

			​TWO

			We found Eatha in the storeroom where lengths of cloth were folded and arranged on shelves once they were finished and dyed. The little room smelled of the plants used to dye the different colours. Skeins of wool for embroidery hung in bundles from the ceiling.

			Eatha was winding a rope around a heavy peg in the wall, pulling it taut across the room just above head height. She was short, with dark, greying hair that stood out in wisps from her braid, and strong from working with heavy, wet lengths of cloth. I waited until she’d tied off the rope before I spoke.

			“Father told me you wanted to pull cloth from the dyeing pond today,” I said. “He asked us to go with you.”

			“I feel foolish asking for a guard,” she said, dusting her hands on her apron, “but the last time I put cloth in the pond, I felt as though something was watching me.”

			“A wildcat?” Willow asked.

			Eatha shook her head. “No, and I didn’t smell or hear an animal. Not so much as a peep from the little birds, Lady, and maybe that’s why I was uneasy.” 

			“We’ll come with you,” I said. “But in case we need to move quickly, we should all be mounted.”

			“Thank you, Lady. I’ll speak to the hands at the stables.”

			“What do you make of that?” I asked when she’d left.

			“I don’t know,” Willow said, “but it can’t be anything good. First Adana says the bog is getting bigger, now this.”

			“And your grandmother said the past is returning,” said Tuan. 

			I shrugged. “Father said the bog has been bigger in the past. Maybe that’s what Grandmother meant, the bog getting bigger, taking over pasture.”

			“Do you really think that?” Willow asked. 

			“No,” I said. “But I don’t know how to explain it. And the only angry thing from the past I can think of is Orla, but Gil says it isn’t her. Whatever is going on, all we can do is watch what happens and be ready to act. Maybe we’ll find something out this morning.”

			“Swords and spears?” Tuan asked.

			“Bows, I think,” I said. “If something is there, I don’t want to get close enough to spear it. I’d rather shoot it before it gets near.”

			“Me, too,” Willow said. 

			“I thought you said people tell stories about the bog to scare children,” I said.

			“It might not be something from the bog,” she said. When neither Tuan nor I spoke, she threw up her hands.

			“Oh, all right!” she said. “Maybe they’re to scare children. But no harm being prepared in case they’re real.”

			“They might be the kind of real that can’t be hurt with weapons,” I said. We all thought of Orla’s spirit, floating above the hearth and the ruins of Aren’s harp.

			“Magical things can’t stand iron,” Tuan said. “Orla avoided your knife.”

			“That’s true,” Willow said. “Maybe ghosts have to avoid iron, too. Or marsh-feys, or bog-walkers, or whatever is scaring the birds.”

			“Well,” I said, “if it has a body, we can hit it with arrows or swords. If it doesn’t have a body, we should be ready to get away as quickly as possible. And who knows, it may not show up at all.”

			“I hope it does,” Tuan said. 

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Then we’ll know what it is. Isn’t that better than not knowing?”

			“I’d be happy not knowing,” Willow said. “At least, as long as it never came back.”

			Privately I agreed with Willow, but I thought it likelier that whatever had spooked Eatha wouldn’t simply go away quietly. Eatha was sensible and practical, and she carried a knife as long as her forearm and as sharp as a sword. I’d never seen her nervous, or heard her admit to being afraid of anything, even wolves or bears. If she was nervous enough to ask for a guard, she was honestly scared.

			We saddled our horses and found Eatha waiting near the gate. She had a sturdy, little brown mare and a grey pack pony carrying two basketwork panniers, one on either side, and Aislin, her apprentice, held the reins of another grey. Both she and Eatha were dressed, like us, in woollen trousers for riding. Theirs were patched and faded, dark brown to the knees and lighter above, from wading into the peaty water to fetch out dyed lengths of cloth.

			“Three of you for the two of us and a pack horse,” Eatha said, “I’m going to feel silly if there’s no trouble.”

			“And I’d feel terrible if trouble came, and you didn’t have help when you needed it,” I said. “Maybe nothing will happen because we’re there. You never know.”

			I checked Kestrel’s girth again and patted her neck. Willow was whispering to her horse Whiffle, and Tuan stood with his bay, Lightfoot.

			We mounted and rode out the gate, then turned north and walked the horses down the dun. Ahead of us the grain fields were broad stretches of brown stubble. The grain was in bags in the storehouse, and the straw stacked in the barns and stable. The last handful cut from each field had been braided into Grain Women, dolls with the full ears of barley and oats standing up in a shock of hair. They were stored in a special room in the ox-barn. In the spring we’d bury them in the new-ploughed fields, as we’d buried last year’s Grain Women this spring past.

			“I wish there was a charm against deer,” I said. The Grain Women might ensure a good harvest, but they wouldn’t keep the deer from eating it. It worried me to think of the end of winter, when bread would be scarce. 

			“Less grain, more venison,” Willow said. But she knew as well as I the deer we’d taken had been thinner than they should be in the fall, their flesh tainted with the taste of fear, even the ones killed cleanly with a single shot. The rabbits and hares snared in the gardens had been the same. For every five bags of grain we’d stored last year, we had four this year. The thin deer wouldn’t make up for that.

			With the grain harvested, at least there was no need to keep the horses in single file down the path between the fields. We fanned out and rode that way down to the bottom of the dun and then up the long, gentle slope that led to the top of the next rise. Once we started down the other side, the castle gradually fell out of sight, and the land sloped down to a low, flat, broad expanse crossed by the creek that fed into the bog.

			“Whoa,” Willow murmured to Whiffle. The white mare shuffled her feet. Kestrel lifted her hooves and set them down, one after another. The pack pony tossed his head and jigged in place, and all the horses blew and snorted softly. Their nerves made me edgy, although there was nothing to see or hear to disturb us.

			The grass was mostly pale brown and yellow here, and it rustled around the knees of the horses. The blades should have been much shorter, grazed down by deer and nibbled by rabbits and hares. We didn’t hunt this meadow for exactly that reason; the good grazing here kept the deer well-fed and out of our fields. I couldn’t understand why they’d abandoned it. 

			Along the creek that flowed east from open meadowland and forest into the bog, the sharp fringes of sedge and reeds stood up tall and still green, although faded from their summer brightness. Clumps of willow, mouse-willow, and alder grew along the bank, along with waterleaf, a shrubby bush with wide, oval leaves Nias used in cooking. Here the creek was halfway to knee-deep and ran quietly. We stopped at the water’s edge, and Kestrel stepped closer and put her head down to drink, but lifted it again before she touched the water.

			I scanned the dying brown grasses rolling away to the dark mass of forest to the north and west, then glanced up into the sky. Everything looked as it always did, but there was a ticklish spot on the nape of my neck, and I wanted to check over my shoulder. I edged Kestrel around and glanced as far back to my right as I could without turning my head. Nothing. Two crows flew from somewhere beyond the forest to the north, straight and fast over the dark green, then veering off to the east, no more than moving black shapes in the pale blue sky. 

			“Grawk, grawk.” The sound came small but clear from the birds. Not crows then, but ravens. 

			“Warblers,” said Tuan.

			“Yes.” I hadn’t noticed them before; the “weet, weet, wee-eet” of the little brown birds was a constant sound during a quiet day. Only when they stopped singing did you notice they’d been singing at all. Now that Tuan had called my attention to the birds, I heard the warblers, and the kingbird pipping, and the trill of the redthroat.

			I clucked to Kestrel and walked her past the others until I was leading our group along the creek.

			The water grew both wider and shallower as we approached the dyeing pond at the edge of the bog. The water there had a brownish look, tingeing the pebbles under the surface, then turning dark with the peat swirling through it from bank to bank. A few feet before the edge of the dyeing pond, the creek spread wide and was no more than a sluggish, muddy stretch, without a ripple.

			Peeled sticks stood up from the water; some were as thick as a finger. Others around the edge of the pond, where the peat was thicker, were notched. Those marked kegs of butter. Peat-soaked butter made a soothing ointment for dry skin. Other sticks stood out farther in the pond, each one wrapped with a cord that disappeared below the surface. 

			Eatha and Aislin dismounted and walked past me, leading the pack pony. Eatha found a stake in the ground and picketed the pony, and Aislin took a coil of rope from one of the panniers.

			I still heard birdsong from the creek behind us, but nothing closer. I looked around, and as I turned my back on the bog, the skin on the back of my neck shivered. Again I felt as though something was watching me, staring at the spot between my shoulder blades, but when I turned back to the bog, there was nothing to see—only the mists, a bowshot past the dyeing pond that showed where the bog properly began.

			I put an arrow to my bow and felt a little better. The feeling of being watched didn’t go away, but at least I was prepared for anything that came at us, provided an arrow would stop it.

			Eatha stood counting, her finger moving as she muttered numbers. While she counted, Aislin began shaking the rope onto the ground. One end was grubby from long use, but the other end—and about half the length—was stained dark brown. 

			I could feel Kestrel shifting her feet. She swung her head and a line of white showed in her eye.

			“Steady, girl,” I said, patting her neck. Willow rode forward and pulled Whiffle to a stop short of the pack pony.

			“Does anyone else have the feeling someone is watching?” she asked. 

			“No,” Tuan said. 

			“It’s nerves,” Eatha said. From the sound of her voice, she didn’t believe it. 

			“There’s nothing here,” Aislin said. “We’re out in the sun, and nothing from the bog can come out in the daylight. It burns them.” She went back to laying out the rope, completely unconcerned. 

			Willow glared at Aislin’s back. I knew she was probably annoyed at being nervous, and Aislin’s calm would make her irritation worse. On the other hand, Willow’s nerves made me feel a little braver about my own tight shoulders and the ticklish spot on the back of my neck. It wasn’t only me, then, who felt alone but also watched. The horses would catch nervousness from us, too.

			By the time Eatha finished her count, Aislin had flipped the rope onto the ground in wide, loose loops and slipped a neat harness onto the other end. It went over her shoulders and crossed front and back before tying around her waist. She saw me looking as she tied it snugly.

			“If I have to be pulled out, this won’t cut me in two,” she said. 

			“Have you ever had to be pulled out?”

			“Well, once or twice. There isn’t a proper bottom to the bog, you know—only places where the peat is more solid and holds my weight. It took us a while to find those spots, and they move a bit, but if I’m careful, I land on them. If I miss my footing, the rest is too thin to stand on and too thick to swim in.” 

			She kicked around in the grass and found a heavy stake, and another a few feet away, each with a hole cut through. Both were pale and weathered, with shallow splits up the sides. Aislin tested the hold of each one, kicking them. “Still solid,” she said.

			“All twelve of the markers are here,” Eatha said, “So we don’t have to poke around looking for anything because the stick has fallen over.”

			“Do you have another rope?” Willow watched Aislin thread the free end of her rope through the two stakes and then knot it. “We could keep hold of the ends, and there’d be two of you to pull the cloth in.” 

			“If one of you could hold the rope,” Eathan said, “I’ll get the cloth loaded while Aislin brings it in. That would help,” Eatha said. Tuan had dismounted before she finished. He took the knotted end of the rope from Aislin.

			“Stand there,” Aislin said, pointing. Tuan moved into place and took up some of the slack in the rope. When Aislin walked towards the pond, I saw the stakes were arranged so that both she and Tuan were at an angle to the length of rope running between the stakes. If Aislin had to be pulled out, there were two corners to brace against.

			Eatha pulled a long, hooked stick from a pair of loops on the pack pony’s harness. “Let’s get on with it,” she said.

			Aislin nodded and waded into the water. In two steps, she was over her knees and reaching for the cord attached to the first stick. She hauled it up in a loop and turned as far as she could with her legs mired in the peat. 

			Eatha reached with the hooked stick and caught the cord, pulling it towards her until she could grasp it with her hands and pull. Hand-over-hand she pulled, and a fold of cloth emerged from the bog, trailing over the surface in a muddy, rippled sheet.

			Before Eatha could get the whole length of fabric to shore, Aislin pulled up a second cord. Eatha stopped pulling on hers and reached out for the loop with her stick.

			“Here.” Willow dismounted from Whiffle, dropping the reins to the ground. She took the stick from Eatha and hooked the loop Aislin held out.

			“I’ll help with that,” I said.

			Willow shook her head. “You stay back there, where you can watch. Someone needs to be on guard.” 

			“Against what?” I muttered to myself, but I had to agree that someone should keep watch. Tuan, despite what he’d said about not feeling watched, kept looking around. The rope was looped once around his waist, and he held the knotted end in his left hand, keeping his right free. He watched our surroundings, the fields and the forest, the bog to the east. I couldn’t keep my eyes from the bog, either. It seemed a safe distance away, but whatever was unnerving Eatha and Willow was unlikely to come from anywhere else. 

			Dark and peaty as the dyepond was, plants still grew around it. Short, upright leaves in patches marked where bog-orchids bloomed in the spring, and low mounds of dark green bogberry bushes, dotted with blood-red berries, made cushions around the edges of the dyeing pond. I’d seen kingbirds and redthroats eat the bogberries, but no person would risk it. Anything that grew this close to the bog was tainted with the uncanniness of the place. 

			However clear the day, the air around the bog always held a dimness. The border of the bog itself was a curtain of dark air—not exactly mist or smoke—but as hard to see through. Like a curtain, too, it seemed to hide a watching presence, and one that bore no good will to human folk or swanfolk.

			I bore the bog a grudge on my own behalf. Over two years ago it, or something in it, had reached out to pull Willow down when she flew too close. She’d bolted, and I’d followed her across the sky and over the borders of Valenia straight into our neighbour and enemy’s territory, Noermark. When my father found out how close I’d come to being captured, he’d made me wear an iron necklace to stop me changing to swan form. I hadn’t flown for a year. 

			My own rebelliousness toward my father and my loyalty to Willow had led me into trouble, but a small part of me blamed the bog. Every child, and every adult, knew the stories of things that lived in the bog—not birds and frogs, but marsh-feys and bog-walkers, restless spirits, and vengeful ghosts. Willow doubted these tales, although the swanfolk had their own legends about the bog and its victims. 

			Now she was acting more nervous than I’d ever seen her, masking it with impatience and activity. She hauled on the cords quickly, hand over muddy hand, as fast as Aislin could drag them up from the peaty water. Eatha folded the dark brown lengths of cloth roughly and laid each one in a pannier on the patient pack horse as she did. Brown water trickled out the sides of the wickerwork and dripped off the bottom. She laid the cords neatly on the ground with the ends together.

			“One more,” Aislin said. It was the farthest one, and she pulled the final loop of rope out with her as she waded, waist-deep now, the last step to reach the cord. She leaned forward against the thick ooze and stretched her fingers, flicking the ends at the cord.

			“Just a—little—farther.” She leaned more and hooked two fingers of her left hand around the cord. She was perilously close to overbalancing, and I opened my mouth to say so.

			Then everything seemed to move in slow motion. It happened as I opened my mouth to speak, and before I had drawn in my breath.

			Every bird stopped singing, cutting off as sharply as if a door had closed between them and us. A breath blew from the bog. There was no other way to describe it; it wasn’t a breeze or a gust, but a long, cold sighing, as though someone, or something, were letting out a breath it had held for a long time. It smelled of nothing—not rotting vegetation, or peaty water, or autumn air. The closest thing I could think of was the air of a cold winter day, carrying no scent at all. As the last of it died away, I smelled something like smoke and leather, a familiar odor from the day Willow pulled away from the reach of the bog with the edges of her wings scorched and blackened. It turned my stomach, and acid rose in the back of my throat.

			It seemed the birds had stopped singing hours ago. The very ripples in the pond stood as though they’d been cut in stone. Aislin leaned forward, a strand of her hair hanging motionless over her ear while that breath blew out, and then stopped. The birds flew up all around us in a whirr and rustle of wings, and time started again.

			And Aislin, with a short, startled shriek, disappeared into the dyeing pond as though a hole had opened beneath her feet. She didn’t fall forward, as I’d feared she was going to do, but straight down. The cord she’d grabbed pulled taut; the stick tied to it leaned and bent towards the surface of the pond, and the other end of it, attached to the cloth, sprang to the top of the peaty water. The rope that anchored her to shore snapped straight.

			When Aislin shrieked, Kestrel started but stayed in place. The other horses, without riders to steady them, shied and danced away, and the packhorse, picketed in place, jerked on his rope and snorted. I glanced at Tuan. He leaned hard against the rope and backed up. The curve and loop the rope had made on the grass was gone; it had pulled into a taut line that slanted towards the dyeing pond. At the edge of the pond, Eatha and Willow hauled on the rope, Willow backing out of the dark water as she pulled. At each pull, Tuan backed and took up slack. Drops sprang from the rope, wrung tight.

			In battle, you seem to see faster. This was the same; even as I saw these small details, I was off my horse. Drowning is fast; if Aislin had sucked in a lungful of that dark water, she could already be dying. I slipped my bow back over my shoulder as I ran the few steps to Willow and Eatha. 

			They’d pulled in a few yards of sodden rope, and Aislin’s hand reappeared above the surface as I grabbed hold behind Eatha and hauled. Aislin’s fingers were still clenched around the cord attached to the last length of cloth, then her other hand came up, flailing, and caught the rope we held. We heaved again, and her head broke the surface, hair plastered down, skin splotched with peat, and she coughed up a gout of water, gasped, and coughed again.

			We hauled again, and I felt the thrum of the rope behind me pulling tight as Tuan took up the slack. The three of us pulled Aislin, still submerged to the waist and clinging to the rope for dear life, back to shore. Willow caught Aislin’s arm and pulled her to her feet. She bent over, coughing, but she was alive.

			“You’re hurt,” I said. Blood seeped between the fingers of her left hand, still clenched around the cord that held the last length of cloth. The cloth itself had come up with her; part of it was still underwater, but a few feet lay in wet folds on the peat surface.

			“No wonder you were heavy,” Eatha said. “You could have let that go; we wouldn’t want to lose you for a length of wool!”

			“I forgot,” Aislin said, and spat. Her lips were flecked with peat, and she spat again, trying to clear it out of her mouth. Then she retched twice, but only a little water came up.

			Eatha took a water-skin from her horse’s saddle. While Aislin rinsed out her mouth, Willow hauled in the last piece of cloth and splashed to shore.

			“Do we need to
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