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      Bryn set three tankards down on the table in front of the inn and filled them with cider from a pitcher before he sat between Wyn and Mair. Mair drained half her tankard before he was fully seated. “Oh, that’s good,” she said with a satisfied sigh. “How did you get it so cold?”

      “Magic,” he said, unable to hold back a smile. It was the one successful bit of magic he’d managed all day, so he had to take the victory where he could. Everything else he’d tried, even the very elementary spells, had gone so terribly wrong that he’d moved his practice to the inn’s stable yard so he wouldn’t risk burning the inn down. Even chilling the cider hadn’t gone perfectly. It was a refreshing temperature to drink after it had thawed for a few hours, and removing the heat from the cider had started a fire in the stable.

      Wyn took a sip, then said, “It feels good after a long day in the garden.” The two women were such polar opposites that it was hard to believe they were good friends. Bryn felt like he was sitting between the sun and the moon.

      There was Mair, with her sun-streaked dark blond curls, tanned skin, and lively, passionate nature, a stark contrast with cool, reserved Wyn, who had sleek dark hair and skin so fair it seemed as though it had never seen the sun. He imagined her hair would flow like cool water around his fingers if he touched it. He knew she wouldn’t mind if he did. She’d made it clear she wanted him to, but it still seemed intrusive to him. He was unaccustomed to touching other people or to being touched.

      “There’s so much to do in the garden at this time of year,” Wyn said with a weary sigh. She leaned closer to him, her shoulder resting against his. He awkwardly moved to put his arm around her shoulders, resting it lightly against her until she melted against him and he let himself relax. The contact felt better than he had anticipated, and he was momentarily distracted.

      “It’s crazy in the dairy, too,” Mair said, and it took Bryn a moment to remember what the conversation had been about. “I don’t know how much longer the cows will be giving milk, so I’ve been making as much cheese as I can.”

      “I feel lazy compared to you two,” Bryn said. “I’ve only been studying and practicing.”

      “Looks like you’re about to get busier,” Mair said. Bryn turned to follow her gaze down the lane and saw a wagon approaching. Two women sat on the driver’s seat. “I hope you have a room ready.”

      “I keep one ready,” Bryn said. “But are you sure they’re visitors?”

      “I don’t recognize the wagon or the horse.”

      As the wagon drew nearer, Bryn prepared himself to stand and greet his guests, removing his arm from around Wyn, but the wagon kept going through the square, passing the inn. The driver wore a broad-brimmed straw hat that hid her face, but the passenger turned to look at the group sitting in front of the inn as they passed. She looked young, though Bryn had no idea how to judge women’s ages, and she seemed somehow familiar, like he should know her. An orange cat lay curled on the driver’s lap, and a large dog sat on the floorboard between the driver and passenger, its head resting on the passenger’s knee.

      The wagon continued through the square and turned to follow the lane out of the village. “Huh,” Mair said. “I wonder where they’re going. They don’t look like hired farm hands here for the harvest. There were too many trunks in that wagon.”

      “They may be visiting someone,” Wyn suggested.

      “I wonder who.”

      “All I care is, I don’t have to make up any beds,” Bryn said, pouring Mair more cider.

      Wyn held her tankard out for a refill and held it against her forehead for a moment before drinking it. “The summer seems to be unusually hot. We could use some rain.”

      “Don’t worry, it’ll be raining soon enough,” Mair said. “It’s almost time for harvest.”

      Wyn frowned. “I didn’t think it usually rained much at this time of year.”

      “It shouldn’t, but for the past ten or so years, it’s always started raining right after the harvest begins, just in time to ruin things. They barely get anything in before the crop’s ruined and it molds in the field. They’ve tried adjusting the planting time and starting the harvest a bit earlier or waiting later. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Ten years, you say?” Bryn asked. “Wasn’t that about the time the village became abandoned and the lord vanished?”

      “I suppose it did happen at about the same time,” Mair said, frowning. “I never made the connection. But it makes sense that people would have started leaving when the harvests failed.”

      “What about the lord, though?” Bryn asked. “What was he like?”

      “We barely saw the old one,” Mair said. “He was . . . odd.”

      “Define ‘odd.’” Bryn said dryly. As a wizard in training, he had a different perspective on oddness.

      “Like I said, we didn’t see much of him. He was gone a lot. He spent most of his time in the city, especially after his son went off to school. When he was home, he stayed cooped up in the castle. The light in his window stayed lit late into the night. You could see it from almost everywhere in the village.”

      Bryn looked toward the tower in question and was surprised to see a flicker of light in one of the tower windows. At first he thought it might be the setting sun hitting the window, but the window wasn’t at the right angle for that, and it was just the one window, not any of the other windows on that side. The light flickered, growing brighter, then dimming. “Like that?” he asked, pointing at the castle.

      Wyn squinted into the distance. After a moment, she said, “It does look like there’s a candle up there, and it keeps getting nearly blown out.”

      “It’s definitely something in the tower,” Bryn said. “That’s no firefly between us and the castle.”

      “What I remember was steadier,” Mair said. “It was obvious that there was a light up there, like he was working all night long.”

      Bryn leaned forward eagerly. “Do you know what he was working on? Maybe he did something that set all this off.”

      “You mean like magic?” Her voice had a skeptical edge. “It’s hard to imagine him being a wizard, but I wouldn’t have known. He didn’t talk to the likes of us. I knew his son a lot better. He was about my age, and he played with the village children. His mother died when he was young, and his father left him to his own devices, so he ran around with us until he went off to school when he was about ten. He came back for holidays after that, but we didn’t see much of him. Then I guess he finished school and came back here, and his father seems to have gone away for good, leaving the work of running the estate to him. That was a few years before things became strange. I think.” She frowned as though trying to recall, which was common when one of the villagers discussed what had happened in the village to leave it so empty.

      “We should check out the castle,” Wyn said. “I can’t believe I haven’t gone up there yet.” Resting her hand on Bryn’s arm, she added, “I actually had this crazy theory when you first arrived that you might have been a prisoner who’d escaped from the castle, but before I went up there to investigate, I realized that couldn’t have been the case, so I never did.”

      She’d found Bryn wearing armor, wounded, and without any idea of who he was. It had turned out that he’d been ordered by his master to help a nobleman find Wyn, and his spell to keep his employer from remembering where they’d found her had erased his own memories. He’d regained his memories and recovered, but he’d decided he liked who he was without his memories better and had decided to keep that identity and stay in Rydding.

      “I can’t believe I haven’t been up there, either,” he said. “I keep meaning to go, but something always seems to come up. I’m surprised the village hasn’t taken over the castle, with the lord being gone that long.”

      “I don’t think it’s crossed anyone’s minds,” Mair said with a frown. “Maybe it’s because we like Steffan and it would seem wrong to steal from him.”

      “Or maybe it’s part of the magic in the village,” Bryn mused. “There may be something keeping people away—not a physical barrier, but something that simply makes people not interested in going there.”

      “Which means, of course, that we most certainly should go there and investigate,” Wyn said. “If we know there might be a compulsion keeping us away, we might be able to overcome it.”

      “But not now,” Mair said. “And I’m not saying that because a spell makes me not want to go there. I’m saying that because it’s dark and that place may have been abandoned for years. If we’re going to go, I want it to be in broad daylight.” She drained her tankard, set it down, and yawned. “Besides, I’ve already been up far too late. I should be getting home. Wyn, do you want to join me?”

      “Yes, thank you,” Wyn said after a quick glance toward Bryn. “I didn’t think to bring a lantern with me.”

      “So, we’ll go up there in the morning?” Bryn said.

      “I’ll meet you here after I finish my morning rounds on this end of the village,” Mair said. “We can take my cart up the hill, if you don’t mind making a few stops for deliveries on the lane up that way.”

      Wyn finished her cider and stood. Mair had just picked up her lantern when the sound of hoofbeats came out of the darkness and a rider approached. It was Daryn, the sole lodger at Bryn’s inn.

      “Don’t tell me you lovely ladies are leaving because you knew I was coming,” he said, swinging himself gracefully out of the saddle.

      “We’re leaving because it’s late,” Mair said. “You can’t expect us to stay up all night, waiting for you.”

      “I would think I’m worth waiting for,” he said with a grin and a wink. “But I was delayed on my journey. This was far later than I planned to return. I hope you’ve got something for me to eat. I don’t care if it’s hot so long as it’s food.”

      “It won’t take long for me to put something together,” Bryn said. “By the time you’ve taken care of your horse, it’ll be ready.” To the two women, he added, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He headed inside the inn with the tankards and nearly empty pitcher and went to work getting some cheese, cold meat, and bread together for Daryn. He remembered how making meals for his former master has been the bright spot in his days, even as he resented the man he served, who should have been training him to be a wizard but who instead used him as a servant. It was much more pleasant taking care of a paying guest who was friendly, appreciative, and respectful.

      Daryn came into the kitchen and sat at the place Bryn had set at the kitchen table. “I didn’t mean to disrupt your evening with your lady friend,” he said after drinking some of the cider Bryn poured for him.

      “There wasn’t anything to disrupt,” Bryn said. “They were already leaving. Mair had to get home because she rises so early, and Wyn hadn’t brought her lantern.”

      Daryn grinned. “Oh, you poor soul. Elwyn didn’t bring her lantern because she was hoping either you’d need to walk her home or she’d need to stay here.”

      “Really?”

      “You don’t know much about women, do you?”

      “I know absolutely nothing about women. I’ve barely been around any since my mother died when I was a child. I ended up in an orphanage for boys, and then in the wizard academy, which was also only for boys. The only women I’ve ever even spoken to were shopkeepers who gave me motherly cooking advice.”

      “How did you even survive that? Didn’t you find yourself wanting women?”

      “Not really. Not until I met Wyn.” Bryn frowned as he recalled those early days, before his memory was restored. “Oddly, I think I did better with her when I didn’t remember who I was. Then I was more worried that I might be unfaithful to a wife I didn’t remember than I was about not knowing what to do.”

      “Then it sounds like it’s the things you remember and think about that are holding you back.”

      “The thinking is the real problem,” Bryn said with a rueful smile. “When I’m near her, I start being aware of everything. I’m thinking about the fact that I have hands and how strange they are. I don’t know what to do with them. I’m thinking about how I breathe, where my arms are. I can barely make myself move at all.”

      “We have work to do, then. When are you going to see her next?”

      “We’re going up to the castle to investigate tomorrow. There seemed to be a light in one of the tower windows, and we want to check it out.”

      “Interesting. Not exactly a romantic occasion, though. But it is a time you could get used to being around her without thinking too much.”

      “That’ll be difficult, since I’ll need to be thinking like a wizard.”

      “Then think about being a wizard, not about your hands.”

      “I’ll forget to think about her, then.”

      Daryn smiled and shook his head. “We really have work to do with you, but I can help.”

      “You have a lot of experience with women?”

      Daryn’s smile remained, but his eyes became more serious. “Quite a bit. Unlike you, I do want women all the time. Some of my dalliances have been more serious than others, and not all of them happy. I have become fairly adept at reading women, so I can help you there.” The smile returned to his eyes. “Selfishly, I’m glad you didn’t go home with her and that I didn’t arrive any later because I was hungry after traveling all day.”

      “At the rate I’m going, I’ll have to be successful as an innkeeper because I’m not doing so well as a wizard.” And if there was a curse on the harvest that he couldn’t resolve as a wizard, the village might never really need an innkeeper.
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      Ceri had always imagined returning to Rydding in triumph as a great lady, but instead she was slinking home as an outcast with hardly anything to her name but a useless title. The villagers would have every reason—and every right—to mock and scorn her. She kept her head down and let her hat shade her face as they passed through the oddly empty village.  It had always been a sleepy place, but there still should have been more people around the square on a late summer evening than the three sitting outside the inn.

      “I wish we could have stopped to look around,” her daughter Lili said as they left the village.

      “The sun’s setting, and I want to get there before it gets dark,” Ceri said. “You’ll have plenty of time to explore later. We’ll be living nearby.” She clicked her tongue and gave the reins a flick so the horse would pick up the pace.

      “Are we almost there?”

      “Almost.” Ceri could already feel the knot of dread growing in her stomach.

      “I can’t believe I’ve never met my grandparents,” Lili said, leaning forward eagerly on the seat.

      “My mother’s not one for travel,” Ceri said. “And I’m not sure your father would have welcomed my parents.”

      “He didn’t like anyone, did he?” Lili said with a sigh. “Not even me. I know it’s bad of me to say so soon after he died, but I’m glad we left that house. I like it better here already.”

      Ceri tried to think of a gentle way to set her daughter’s expectations for meeting her grandparents. Ceri’s mother was unlikely to be much warmer than the girl’s father had been. “The country here is nice,” she said instead. “There will be a lot of good places to explore.”

      “Maybe I should start now.” Lili hopped down to walk alongside the wagon, and her dog jumped to join her. “I love how thick the forest here is, and then the fields are so golden.” She twirled around for joy.

      Ceri blinked back tears and tried to swallow the lump in her throat. Her late husband’s complete lack of interest in his second wife and her daughter meant that Lili had been allowed to run free. Unless she’d changed significantly, Ceri’s mother was unlikely to allow that kind of behavior to continue. Ceri hated the idea of her daughter’s spirit being dampened, but she couldn’t think of anywhere else she could go. Her parents’ home at least offered a roof, a bed, and meals.

      The trees on one side of the road cleared to reveal a field of ripening grain, glowing golden in the last light of the setting sun. Set far back from the road, behind a tall hedge, stood a small cottage. The lump in her throat grew as a wave of memories flooded over her. It all came back to that cottage. That was where everything had gone wrong, and she feared it was too late to set things right.

      “That’s not it, is it?” Lili asked.

      “No. Our house is much larger.” Was it, though, or was that an unreliable memory based on the way her younger self had seen it? She was relieved when they passed the cottage and she didn’t have to look at it anymore. They were now in the narrow band of woods that stood on the edge of her parents’ property. “We’re almost there,” she said. “Maybe you should get back on the wagon and ride the rest of the way.” She didn’t want to think about what her mother would say about the sixteen-year-old daughter of a baronet wandering the lane rather than riding like a proper lady. She’d be disdainful enough about the open wagon instead of a carriage more befitting their station.

      Before her daughter had a chance to respond, the dog started barking furiously just as someone burst out from the trees and grabbed the girl. Ceri barely managed to cry out in alarm before someone grabbed her. She struggled as the man tried to pull her off the wagon. The cat that had been sleeping in her lap woke, angry at his nap being interrupted, and jumped onto the man’s arm, claws extended. The man yelped and released Ceri, who called out to her daughter.

      Lili’s dog sank his teeth into the leg of the man who’d grabbed her, leaving Lili free to run for the wagon as the man released her to fend off the dog. But before the girl made it to the wagon, a third man burst out of the woods and reached for her.

      That was when a squirrel dropped from a tree branch and ran down the back of the man’s shirt. More squirrels dropped onto the other men. While they flailed, desperately trying to dislodge the squirrels, Lili sprinted for the wagon and hopped on board. Her dog ran behind her and jumped up. Ceri didn’t have to urge the horse to move faster. She’d never been so glad to see the roof of her parents’ home looming ahead.

      “We should be safe now,” she said. “I doubt anyone would dare attack us in view of the house. We were lucky those squirrels showed up. Such odd behavior, though. I hope they aren’t ill.”

      “Oh, that happens all the time,” Lili said with a shrug. “I thought it was only the squirrels back home, but it seems that all squirrels like me.”

      Ceri turned to look at her daughter in disbelief. “The squirrels back home did this, too?” She knew her daughter had a way with animals. It was a trait they shared. She just didn’t know it had gone so far. She might have been able to feed wild animals by hand, but she didn’t recall any spontaneously coming to her defense.

      “That was why Mat and Gwen left me alone. If we were outdoors when they picked on me, the squirrels jumped on them. And soon the squirrels started jumping on them whenever they went outside, until they left me alone all the time.”

      Ceri wasn’t certain which alarmed her most, that her daughter apparently had always had an army of squirrel guardians or that her family members had been so cruel to her that the army of squirrel guardians had felt obligated to come to her rescue. “I didn’t know Mat and Gwen picked on you.” Her husband’s grandchildren were closer to her age than to Lili’s, and she’d thought they had little interest in their young aunt. They’d practically been adults by the time Lili had learned to walk.

      “Like I said, they stopped,” Lili said. “So, this was your house?”

      “Yes.” The house wasn’t as impressive as Ceri remembered. She knew it couldn’t have shrunk, so that much was because of the change of perspective from living so many years in a much larger house, but she feared that it had become a bit shabbier in the seventeen years she’d been away. The walls were dingy instead of the stark white she recalled, and the timbers didn’t seem to have been painted in years, so they’d faded. There was no sign of the flower garden that used to be in front. Now there was a riot of weeds. Although there was a gentle evening breeze, the windows were all closed, the curtains pulled tight, no light showing from within. “It’s not nearly as grand as you’re accustomed to, I’m afraid.”

      “Are those woods on the hill behind the house part of the estate?”

      “Yes. When I was young I spent a lot of time roaming those woods.”

      “Then I’ll be fine. I won’t be staying indoors much, anyway.”

      Ceri’s stomach knotted with worry about the argument that was sure to come. Her mother would consider Lili too old to be wandering in the woods all day. Lili might have been the daughter of a baronet, but she hadn’t been raised to be a lady. Ceri knew she probably should have managed that part of her daughter’s education better, but she hadn’t had the heart to deprive her of the small bits of joy in her life. Lili had a father and half-brother who’d wanted nothing to do with her, and Ceri had been under no illusion of her daughter ever being presented to society, so she’d let her roam the woods and fields, the way she had as a child before she’d been forced to be a lady so she could marry well. She hoped her mother would see how that had worked out for her and not make the same mistakes with Lili.

      The evening light had almost faded as she pulled off the lane and into the barnyard. Huw, the old groom, came out of the barn to meet them. She took her hat off and smoothed the top of her hair once she’d brought the horse to a halt. “Why, that can’t be Miss Ceri,” he said with a grin. She noted how the lines on his face had multiplied and deepened. She’d thought he was old when she was a child, but she guessed he was younger than her mother.

      “Yes, it’s me, Huw,” she said with a smile.

      “Looks like you’ve had a rough journey.”

      Ceri looked down to see that her dress was wrinkled and torn. Lili looked even worse. Her hair was awry, and she had a scratch on one cheek. “We had a little adventure on the lane from the village.”

      He clicked his tongue and shook his head before saying, “And who’s this young lady?”

      “This is my daughter, Lili.”

      “You’re the very image of your mother when she was your age,” he said, beaming. It wasn’t entirely true, given that Ceri’s hair was a deep gold while her daughter’s was a darker brown, but they were otherwise very much alike. They’d been mistaken for sisters in the few times they’d been around people outside the family.

      “This is Huw, our groom,” Ceri explained to Lili. “He taught me to ride.”

      “I didn’t have to do much teaching,” he said. “She took to horses like she could talk to them and understand what they had to say to her.”

      “Lili’s quite the rider, herself,” Ceri said. “We do still have horses, don’t we?”

      She thought his expression darkened for a moment before his smile returned. “There are some you might be able to ride. They mostly pull your mother’s carriage, but they need more exercise, since she doesn’t go out often. They may have too much spirit to be good saddle horses, but I’d wager you could make them as meek as a lady’s palfrey.” He stepped back and stiffened his spine. “But I’m sure you want to see your mother. I’ll see to this lad for you.” He patted the horse hitched to her wagon. “Should we send your trunks in?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “So you’re back to stay for good?”

      “That is my current plan.” Ceri scooped the cat up to cradle it in one arm and picked up her bag. Lili picked up her own bag and jumped down before Huw could give her a hand. Ceri let him help her down from the wagon. She took a moment to get used to having her legs under her before she tried to walk toward the house’s back door. They’d been traveling for several days, and although they had stopped at inns every night and had taken frequent breaks to rest the horse, she’d spent far more time than she was accustomed to sitting in one position.

      Then she realized she’d hesitated too long. She may have been looking forward to reaching her destination, but she dreaded the reunion to come. She was certain her mother would see her current situation as an abject failure.

      She was just taking the first step when a trio of bedraggled men came staggering into the barnyard. Their clothes were torn and their faces and arms were scratched. One had a bloody, shredded pants leg. Lili’s dog growled deep in his throat, and Lili edged closer to her mother.

      “What are they doing here?” Ceri demanded of Huw.

      “Those are our hands for the season.” Huw’s tone suggested what he thought of them.

      “Dismiss them immediately,” Ceri snapped. “They were the ones who attacked us on the lane.”

      “You’ll have to bring that up with your mother. She may not be eager to let them go. She’s had a hard enough time keeping help, and with the harvest coming up . . .”

      “I’ll talk to my father.”

      “I’m afraid he’s not in residence at the moment. He usually isn’t, these days. Nor is your brother.”

      It sounded like things had changed in her absence. She let the men stagger toward the barn and fixed them with her harshest glare before heading for the house. She wanted them to know that she knew them and that she had some power over them. They had the good grace to look concerned, but not enough to apologize. She suspected they knew they would be difficult to replace.

      She more properly should have gone to the front door, but they’d almost never used that door. Everyone came in by the kitchen. She was rather surprised no one had come out at her arrival, but it was late. Her mother was probably at dinner. She tried the door and was surprised to find it locked. Feeling like she was losing face in front of the hands, like a traveler seeking shelter rather than the daughter of the house, she banged on the door.

      It was some time before the door opened a crack and a single eye appeared. “We don’t open the door to strangers after dark,” a timid female voice said.

      “I’m not a stranger.” Straightening her posture in spite of her weariness, she put on her haughtiest voice and said, “I’m Cerian, Lady Parcells, Mistress Teague’s daughter. I should be expected. I wrote more than a month ago that I was coming.”

      The eye bobbed slightly, as though the person it was attached to had attempted a quick curtsy. “I’ll go check with the mistress.” She moved as though to shut the door, but Ceri blocked it with her foot.

      “No, you will invite us in, usher us to the hall, and offer us refreshment before you go speak with my mother. You will not leave us standing in the barnyard.”

      “Sorry, your ladyship.” The door opened wider to reveal a skinny girl who was probably younger than Lily. It struck Ceri that the maid likely hadn’t been born when she’d last been in this house. She truly had been away for a lifetime.

      They followed the feeble light of the maid’s candle through the kitchen to the hall. The interior of the house had changed little since the last time Ceri had been there. It had been better maintained than the exterior, but there was still a musty, stagnant quality about it. As soon as she entered, she felt the sense of being stifled that she’d always had in her home. The hall was dark, with no fire in the hearth and no lamps or candles lit. The maid rushed to light a candle on the mantel before darting off. She’d neglected the offer of refreshments that Ceri had demanded, but Ceri decided that wasn’t worth making a fuss over.

      “You grew up here?” Lili whispered, her face crinkling in dismay.

      “It looks better in daylight,” Ceri whispered in response.

      “And I thought our house was gloomy.”

      It took longer than Ceri would have expected before her mother entered the hall from the door that led to the parlor. She was surprised to see that her mother was already dressed for bed. She wore a long white nightgown, her hair hung in a single braid down her back from beneath a lace cap, and she had a knitted shawl wrapped around her shoulders. Her hair had turned a dingy gray color, and an expression of constant displeasure had been etched deeply into the lines of her face. “So, you’re back,” she said. “You might as well come to the parlor.” She turned and went back into the parlor.

      After exchanging a glance, Ceri and Lili followed, the dog trailing behind them. Mistress Teague was already seated by a meager fire when they entered the room. They took the chairs opposite her. The cat settled into Ceri’s lap and the dog lay at Lili’s feet. “What are those animals doing inside the house?” Mistress Teague snapped.

      “They’ve always lived with us indoors,” Ceri said, knowing her daughter would likely refuse to live in the house if her dog was banished outdoors. “They’re very well-behaved.” The cat yawned, stretched, and curled up again. She was sure she’d be anxious, herself, if she were left alone without her constant companion.

      “What are you doing back here?” her mother asked, which Ceri hoped meant the question of the animals was settled.

      “I wrote to you. Did you not get my letter?”

      “I got it, but I don’t understand it. Your husband died. Shouldn’t that make you a wealthy widow?”

      “Only if there’s any wealth involved.”

      “I married you to a wealthy baronet.”

      “Most of his wealth was in land, which his son inherited, along with the title. There was no money left.” Mostly because the son and his wife had squandered it all. “There was no provision for me in the will, a detail you seem to have neglected when you made the arrangements—a huge omission if your plan was for me to be a wealthy widow. It was entirely up to the son what to do with me when he inherited the estate, and he and his wife decided there was room for only one Lady Parcells in the house. He quite generously allowed me six weeks of mourning before I had to leave, as well as a wagon, a horse, and enough money to allow us to stay in inns for the journey here.”

      “What of your daughter? Was no provision made for her?”

      “The will specified his son as the sole heir. There was no mention of Lili.”

      “So you have nothing?”

      “We have our clothing. I have some money, but not enough for us to live on.” She had a few pieces of jewelry, but she stopped herself from mentioning them. She hated to realize it, but she didn’t entirely trust her mother.

      Her mother huffed a deep sigh. “Then you won’t be much use for the trouble we’re in. You won’t be staying here for long. None of us will.”
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      “What do you mean we can’t stay here?” Ceri asked. She would have come out of her chair if she hadn’t had a sleeping cat on her lap.

      “We’ve got a lot of debt, thanks to your father and brother. The estate is mortgaged. If we can’t make a substantial payment on the debt soon, we’ll lose the estate. Someone recently bought the debt, and he’s not being as lenient with us as the last creditor. We were hoping you’d be able to help. When you wrote that you’d been widowed, I thought our troubles were solved. Now it looks like we’ll have to hope for a good harvest.”

      “The fields look beautiful. The harvest should be good.” Ceri felt like she was grasping at any thread of hope. She’d already had one home pulled out from under her. If they lost this home, she didn’t know where she and her daughter would turn.

      “You’d think, wouldn’t you?” her mother said with a bitter laugh. “But it always rains at harvest, ruining half the crop before we can bring it in.”

      “Surely not always.”

      “You’ve been away, so you don’t know. It always rains as soon as the harvest begins. It’s like we’re under a curse. That’s why we’re so deep in debt. Your father and brother didn’t realize we weren’t making money like before and continued their ways. Didn’t you notice that the village is nearly empty now? The only people who still live there are criminals and hoodlums and strange people who believe in magic.” She shuddered and pulled her shawl tighter around her. It looked to Ceri as though she’d suddenly become smaller, like she was shriveling.

      “We were counting on you,” Mistress Teague added. “Why do you think we arranged a marriage with such an old man? You should have been a wealthy widow long before now.”

      “What was I supposed to do, murder my husband? I don’t see how this is my failure.” Ceri didn’t want to even contemplate the fact that her marriage had been her parents’ plan for securing their own future and had nothing to do with their hopes for her—and they hadn’t even done that properly since the arrangement hadn’t ensured she’d inherit something. Thinking about it would allow her to consider that she’d essentially wasted her entire adult life and thrown away what could have been a real love.

      “Well, you’re in the same boat I am, so you’d do best to think of a way out. Maybe you could marry again.”

      Ceri shuddered at the thought. “It would be unseemly for me to marry again so soon after being widowed.”

      “Your daughter, then. She’s pretty enough to attract a rich husband.”

      Ceri felt Lili tense beside her, and before Lili could say anything, she hurried to defend her daughter. “She’s only sixteen!”

      “That’s not much younger than you were. You may not like either idea, but it would be better than starving on the street, and it’ll be easier for you to find husbands before we’re cast off our land.” As though declaring the discussion over, she stood. “But since you’ll be staying, your old room is ready, and your daughter can have your brother’s room. He doesn’t use it.”

      Ceri gathered the sleeping cat into her arms and stood. “Lili. Her name is Lili, and she’s your granddaughter.”

      “You could have brought her to meet me sooner.”

      “My husband’s son wouldn’t give me the use of their carriage. But I understand you have a carriage. You could have come to visit us.”

      “Travel doesn’t agree with me. I suppose you expect to be fed.”

      “We are hungry after the journey.”

      “There’s food in the kitchen. You know where it is. I hope you’re not too grand a lady to know how to fend for yourself.” She picked up a candle and went out to the hall, Ceri and Lili following, but instead of leading them to the kitchen, she went up the stairs.

      Ceri went back to the parlor, took a candle from the mantelpiece, and lit it from the fire. “Come on, let’s get something to eat,” she said. Lili had remained utterly silent the whole time, which worried her.

      “I can see why you didn’t insist on coming to visit here,” Lili whispered. “Was she always like this?”

      “I don’t think she was this bad. She had more life in her. She wasn’t quite this mean.”

      “She did marry you to an old man to make things easier for her.”

      “But I got you in the bargain, so I came out ahead.” Even that might not have been entirely true, but she’d stuffed that part of her life firmly into the past and now was most definitely not the time to consider it, or she might go mad.

      The maid was cowering in the kitchen when they got there. Their trunks stood on the floor by the door. The maid bobbed a quick curtsy and said, “They sent your baggage in, your ladyship, but I can’t carry these up the stairs myself.”

      “We have overnight bags, so the trunks can wait until tomorrow when we can get some of the hands to carry them up.” Ceri realized she’d forgotten to bring up the attack by the farmhands to her mother. Perhaps it was for the best that she hadn’t wasted her time and given her mother one more opportunity to choose her own ease over her daughter’s well-being. “Now, is there anything in the larder for a quick bite before we go to bed? I don’t want to take anything the cook might be planning to use for a meal.”

      The maid bobbed another curtsy. “I’m the cook, your ladyship. There’s some bread that may still be fresh, and some cheese. You can eat what you like.”

      “Is there anything to drink?”

      “There’s some cider. It was meant for the hands at harvest, but you’re welcome to it.”

      “Oh, we’ll definitely have that. But you don’t need to tend to us. You can get some rest.”

      “Thank you, your ladyship.”

      Ceri started to tell her that her title wasn’t necessary, but she’d been the one to start it by using her rank to intimidate the maid, so she’d probably only fluster the young maid by changing course. Being called “lady” had been one of the reasons she’d gone through with her marriage, so she might as well enjoy the one benefit she’d gained.

      When the maid had gone, Ceri set her candle on the kitchen table and found the bread, cheese, and cider. She directed Lili to the plates and cups, and soon they were sitting down for a simple meal. “Things must be bad if she only has that little maid and no cook,” she mused aloud. “And I’ve never seen the larder so empty.”

      “The cheese is good, though,” Lili said around a mouthful.

      “It is.” Ceri had a feeling she knew where it had come from. Mair always had shown a knack for cheese.

      After she’d eaten a bit more, Lili asked, “Are you sure there’s nowhere else to go?”

      “We don’t have any money. In order to have a place to live, you have to either own it or pay rent. That requires money, which you get by making and selling something or doing something others value enough to pay you to do it. You also need money for food and clothing. I don’t know how to make or do anything useful.” She felt like a failure of a mother that she hadn’t taught her daughter this. She hated to admit it, but she’d been as bad as her mother about assuming that, as the wife of a wealthy nobleman, she’d never have to worry about money and her daughter would always have all the advantages of being born into wealth.

      Instead of questioning her, though, Lili had a remarkably practical response. “You’re good with horses. Maybe you could get work as a groom or teach riding. I can train dogs and look after sheep.  I don’t mind working hard and being outdoors. We could live in a little cottage like that one we passed on the way here. We don’t need much to be happy.”

      Ceri’s stomach clenched at the thought of the cottage next door. How different would her life be now if, long ago, she had felt that cottage would be enough for her? She might have lived with less luxury if she’d made a different choice, but would she be at risk of losing all hope of a home now?

      “I’m not sure we’d find many people here who’d want to hire us,” she said. “You saw how empty the village was.” Besides, she hadn’t left many friends behind. On the other hand, she had a feeling there would be a few people in the village who’d be happy to hire her to scrub their floors or do their laundry, just so they could mock her about what a grand lady she was as she toiled away. Unfortunately, she didn’t know how to scrub floors or do laundry.

      They finished their meal, feeding what they could to the animals with the promise to get them a better meal later, let the animals outside to relieve themselves, then went up to the bedrooms, trailed by the cat and dog. “Here’s your room,” Ceri said to Lili when they reached her brother’s old bedroom. He’d be about forty now. She wondered if he’d ever married or if he was still working his way through all the women in Hertzhelm. He’d been gone even longer than Ceri had. Why wasn’t he being expected to do something to save the family estate that he’d inherit? Why was the responsibility all on her? He could have found a wealthy heiress to marry.

      Then it struck her that she might go through all this again when her parents died, even if they saved the estate. Would they think to include her in their will, or would they rely on her brother to care for her? She had no illusions that he would set aside anything for her.

      “Do I have to stay in here?” Lili asked, lingering on the threshold. “Can I stay with you, like when I was little? At least just for tonight, until I’ve seen everything in daylight and it isn’t all so strange.”

      Ceri had to admit that the idea of not being alone was reassuring. “Of course. Come on, here’s my room.” Hers was across the hall, overlooking the barnyard. It hadn’t changed since she’d left. There were a few specks of dust, but otherwise the maid seemed to have given it at least a little cleaning every so often. She found a candle on the mantel and lit it from the one she carried, then set both in front of the mirror over the mantel to reflect their light around the room.

      The maid had filled the ewer with water, and it was even still slightly warm. They undressed, washed as well as they could from the basin, and changed into their nightdresses. Ceri opened the window to let in some fresh air, and she immediately breathed easier. Some of the stifling feeling left her. She noticed her daughter breathing more freely, as well. They were both creatures of the open sky, not suited for being shut up indoors. Her favorite part of her husband’s home had been the sunroom, where she could feel like she was outdoors, even in winter. The best she could do here was open a window.

      She patted the bed. “Sit, and I’ll brush your hair for you.” She hadn’t brushed her daughter’s hair since she was a child, but she suspected both of them needed the comfortable old ritual after everything that had happened.

      Lili sat on the bed, and Ceri sat cross-legged behind her. She loosened her daughter’s untidy braid and began brushing out her hair, working gently through the tangles. Lili sighed, her body relaxing with the rhythmic stroke of the brush. After a moment, she said in a small voice, “You’re not going to make me get married, are you?”

      “Of course not!”

      “Because I saw what your life was like, and I don’t want that. I’d rather spend the rest of my life herding goats and living in a hovel than marry some old man for his money—and then not get any of his money. You have to know what’s best for yourself and stand up for it. I won’t marry.”

      Ceri couldn’t hold back a sigh. If only she’d been that wise when she was Lili’s age. “No, I’ll think of something. We’ll figure it out. For now, we have a roof over our heads, which will give us time to find a solution. Maybe the harvest will be better this year. We could be the lucky charm. I do have some jewelry I might be able to sell in the city, and that may be enough to pay off some of the debt.”

      “That would help us stay, but do we want to? I don’t think Grandmother wants us here.”

      “Where else would we go?”

      “It’s a pretty village. I wouldn’t mind living there. Couldn’t we work and live there? We could have a garden and raise some chickens and a goat.”

      That was a possibility, Ceri thought. The lord’s son—probably the lord by now—had been a good friend. He might be able to help. Surely he’d give them a discount on rent for one of his empty cottages, maybe even show them charity and let them stay for free until she found a way to earn a living. Getting help for her parents’ predicament was probably too much to ask of him, but she could ask for some security for her daughter. Feeling better than she had since they arrived, she wove Lili’s hair into a braid and tied it off with a ribbon. “Now, get some rest,” she said, getting up to blow out the candles on the mantel. “We’ve got a big day ahead tomorrow.”
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      As they headed down the lane toward their homes, Mair glanced back over her shoulder at the inn. “That Daryn is quite attractive, but I can’t quite figure him out.”

      “You don’t understand at all how he could resist you,” Elwyn teased.

      “Exactly! It makes me wonder why he’s here and what he wants. Something must be wrong if he doesn’t want me. I’ve seen him looking at me in what I’m sure is appreciation, but he hasn’t done anything about it. Maybe he’s got a sweetheart, or even a wife, back in the city. He does seem to travel back and forth pretty often. That would explain a lot. He might admire without doing anything.”

      “Are you sure he knows you’re interested? Your flirting has been rather subtle.” In fact, it was far more subtle than anyone would have expected, given the way Mair usually talked. Elwyn knew her friend wasn’t nearly as bold as she acted, but she was surprised the dairymaid hadn’t made more of a play for one of the few attractive, seemingly eligible men in their midst.

      “If I have to work that hard to get his attention, then he’s not that interested,” Mair said. “Speaking of which, what’s happening with Bryn? Daryn’s presence probably isn’t helping much. You don’t get to spend time alone together while he has a guest.”

      “Things are moving slowly, which is fine. I have no doubt of his interest. Remember what he’s gone through in the past few months. And what I’ve been through.” Abruptly changing the subject, since it was getting a little more personal than she liked, she added, “What do you remember about the lord and his son?”

      “As I said, I don’t remember a lot about the old lord. He’d make an appearance at the festivals to officially open them, and I remember a wedding or two that he performed. As soon as Steffan was old enough, he took over most of the duties. Bryn actually reminds me a lot of Steffan. They’d probably get along well if they met. He was bookish, but he liked being outdoors. I often found him sitting under a tree—or sometimes up in a tree—with a book. He helped with the harvest, along with everyone else. A lot of the girls tried to get his attention, especially Ceri Teague, though my guess is her mother put her up to it. They’d have been a terrible match for each other. Not that anyone was awful enough to deserve her, but he was far too nice.”

      “And you last saw him before things changed?”

      “I think so. He’d been back home for a few years.”

      “Maybe he did something that set it all off.”

      “More likely his father did something. He was always a bit odd. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he made
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