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      One thing Lucina appreciated about life in this northern land was that in midsummer, the sun was up almost as early as she was. The eastern sky was already growing lighter when she entered the bakery to get the oven fire going. Back home, it was still dark when she went to work, year-round. She lit the kindling in the fire she’d laid the night before and shut the oven door before turning to the bowls of rising dough that needed to be shaped. She hummed a little baking song to herself before she plunged her hand into the bowl of dough to pull out enough for a loaf.

      As she formed balls of dough into smooth rounds and set them aside for another rise, she focused on good feelings of warmth and love, which wasn’t difficult to do when the smell of yeast and flour brought back fond memories of baking with her grandmother. It had been her grandmother who had taught her the importance of good feelings while she baked. Bread with love baked into it was always better, Nonna liked to say. Lucina wasn’t entirely certain it made any difference, but it made her feel closer to her grandmother when she followed her advice, so she kept up the ritual. Baking was the one time Lucina felt fully at peace. It kept her hands and her mind busy, and it gave such tangible results. She knew she’d accomplished something when she pulled a loaf from the oven.

      By the time the oven was hot and she’d raked out the ashes, the villagers who made their own dough and brought it to bake in Lucina’s oven had arrived with their marked loaves. She loaded the oven, then sealed up the door. It was now time to make rolls. She let her creativity play as she added spices and fruit and created fanciful shapes. Most of her customers had a standing order for bread, but she made rolls to tempt them when they came to pick up their loaves. She realized she must have been feeling homesick because she’d used flavors and shapes that reminded her of home in that day’s baking.

      Once the shaped rolls were rising, she began making both sweet and savory pies. The sun was fully up by the time she took the bread from the oven and loaded in the rolls, and she gave herself a brief break, taking a cup of water with her outside to the market square to enjoy the morning sunlight. Facing the sun, she closed her eyes and soaked up the warmth. She was already warm from working beside a brick oven, but there was a different kind of warmth that came from the sun, one she dearly missed in this colder climate. It was almost bearable in midsummer, so she had to soak up as much of the sunlight as she could while she could. She was tempted to remove her shoes and socks and feel the sun-warmed cobblestones, but she’d learned the hard way in her first summer in Rydding that the nights were still chilly, so the stones wouldn’t be as warm as she wanted them to be.

      She spotted one of her regular customers heading down the lane, so she hurried back inside the bakery. It was time for the rolls to come out of the oven and for the pies to go in. By the time the customer arrived, the rolls had perfumed the bakery with their sweet, spicy scent, so of course the patron had to take home a small basket of warm rolls to go with the bread. Lucina doubted all of the rolls would make it all the way to the customer’s home. The scent took her back to her grandmother’s bakery in the city, and if she closed her eyes, she could almost let herself believe that when she opened them, she’d be back there. But, alas, she wasn’t.

      She began mixing up sweet biscuits to go in the oven next. The later in the day a customer arrived, the more temptations there were, and the heavier Lucina’s purse became. As Nonna used to say, a baker would never be hungry because people always needed to eat. Bread was the last thing most people would give up. And the baker could always eat her own wares. Baked goods were an affordable indulgence, and they were hard to resist when the smell made a person’s mouth water.

      “That can’t be a real Tufanan spice horn!” a voice said from behind her as she put the sweet biscuits into the oven. “And flatbread! That looks exactly like what my mother used to make.” It took her a moment to realize that he was speaking in Tufanan. She hadn’t heard her native tongue in years, and the sound simultaneously warmed and chilled her. The chill overpowered the warmth, though, as she considered the astounding coincidence of two people from the same distant land arriving in the same tiny, nearly abandoned village far from home. Had they caught up with her?

      Sealing the oven door gave her a moment to compose herself before she had to turn and see the speaker. He was a man perhaps her age, around thirty, with curly dark hair and light brown skin, tall and broad-shouldered. His dark eyes twinkled, and he had an easy smile. If she’d seen him on the street back home, she certainly would have given him an appreciative glance. Here, she had to be wary. “Excuse me?” she said in the local language, enunciating as carefully as she could. She knew she still had an accent, but she didn’t want him to be able to guess when she’d left Tufana.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, switching languages. “I just assumed that someone who could bake these would speak Tufanan.” His accent was fainter than hers. Did that mean he’d been in this land longer?

      “It’s not what you’re expecting, I’m afraid,” she said. “I can’t get the proper oil or the right herbs here. Now, how can I help you?”

      “I’m here to pick up the order for Sara Smith.”

      He must be the new apprentice smith, then. She hadn’t seen him around the village, but she hadn’t been looking out for him. “Is something wrong with Sara?” she asked.

      “It’s Master Smith. He’s not doing well today, so the mistress asked me to come while the healer tends to him. She wants to make sure to hear what the healer says so he can’t pretend nothing’s wrong.”

      “I’m sorry to hear he’s unwell. Please deliver my best wishes.” Lucina took the basket he carried and filled it with the Smiths’ standing order of bread, along with a couple of sweet biscuits as a get-well gift, before handing it back to him. “There you go.”

      “I’ll also take one of those horns and a flatbread for myself.”

      “I hope you’re not disappointed,” she said after quoting the price and taking his coins.

      “If it’s even close to what I remember from home, it’ll be worth it.” He gave her a grin that would have melted her heart if she hadn’t still been chilled with worry, but she managed to maintain a blandly friendly smile until the door closed behind her.

      Then she gripped the edge of the counter and held on for support as her legs began to tremble. She’d fled her homeland under desperate circumstances and thought for certain she’d found security in Rydding. No one would think to look for her here, if they even knew about the place. It was the sort of village people couldn’t seem to find unless the village wanted them to find it. The smith’s apprentice had been a soldier, she recalled, part of the group who’d come looking for the healer. That suggested he probably hadn’t come in search of Lucina, unless perhaps he’d used his role as a soldier as a cover while searching for her.

      She finished her baking for the day, handed over the items that had been ordered and sold a few more things. The stash of coins in her purse grew larger. She didn’t know how much it would cost to hire someone to go to Tufana and find and bring back her grandmother, but she felt like she was close to her goal. By the time she found someone she could trust with the mission, she should have raised enough, and she could earn more while he was on the journey to make a final payment when he returned with Nonna. Nonna had claimed she was too old and frail to make the kind of journey Lucina had made and would only slow her down, but it should be safe enough for her to travel now if she could travel with someone who would look after her. Everything Lucina had done since arriving in Rydding had been toward this goal.

      When she closed the bakery just after lunchtime, she gathered most of the unsold small pies and cakes, rolls, and sweet biscuits and headed to the tea shop on the edge of town. That was something she did every day that she baked sweet items, but today she had an additional errand.

      Wyn, who ran the tea shop in addition to being the village healer, wouldn’t talk about her patient, but she might have learned something about the apprentice that she’d be willing to share during her visit to the smith. If Mair, the local dairymaid, was at the shop, she was both outgoing and prone to gossip, so between the two of them they likely knew everything there was to know about the newcomer.

      Lucina waited at the door while Wyn finished consulting with a customer, recommending a balm for a field hand’s sunburn. When he’d gone, Wyn greeted her with a smile. “I just ran out of the last batch of sweets,” she said. The healer looked like she should have been an elegant lady in a palace instead of working in a cozy cottage in a tiny village. She moved like she was wearing fine silks rather than homespun linen and wool, and she made Lucina feel large and awkward by contrast, even though Wyn was as tall as she was.

      “It doesn’t seem as though people want as many baked goods during the summer, so I don’t bake as much,” Lucina said.

      “This is the time of year when we enjoy fresh fruit off the tree.”

      “There are some cherry tarts in there, so the fruit even makes it into my baking.”

      “Oh really? I may have to take one for myself.” Wyn frowned at Lucina. “You look like you could use something relaxing. Fortunately, I have some already brewed and chilled. Let’s go out to the brook.”

      A small brook babbled past the healer’s cottage. Tables sat under the trees by the brook, creating a pleasant spot that reminded Lucina of the outdoor wine gardens back home. She took a seat at one of the tables while Wyn pulled on a rope, drawing up a clay jar that had been sitting in the water. She poured two glasses from the jar before lowering it back into the water. “This water stays remarkably cool,” she said, handing a glass to Lucina.

      The chilled tea was tangy, with a hint of sweetness, and Lucina felt herself relaxing at the first sip. “Now, what has you so tense?” Wyn asked. “Are you still having the nightmares?”

      “They’re not as bad as they were,” Lucina said, evading the question while not exactly lying. They truly weren’t as bad, but that only meant she woke in a cold sweat, gasping for air, rather than screaming. “But that’s not it. I was wondering what you know about the smith’s new apprentice.”

      Wyn raised one delicately arched eyebrow. “Nico? You find him interesting?”

      “He seems to be from my homeland. He came to the bakery this morning.”

      “Yes, he mentioned meeting you. I don’t know much, other than that he was one of the duke’s men and decided to stay behind to apprentice with the smith.” If Mair had been present, she would have teased Lucina about her being interested in him because he was handsome, but Wyn was more perceptive than that. “You’re wondering how he came to be here from your land?”

      Lucina wiped beads of condensation off the outside of her glass as she tried to think of what she could say to explain herself without giving away too much. She trusted Wyn, but by habit she was leery of exposing herself. “I didn’t leave under the best of circumstances,” she said, staring at her glass rather than meeting the healer’s eyes. “I’m sure if he came here seeking me, he wouldn’t have bothered staying around and working in the forge. But I wonder.” Wyn had come here as a fugitive, herself, so Lucina knew she didn’t have to explain that worry.

      “I don’t think he enjoyed being a soldier. He likes making things, and he’s very good with the Smiths, who aren’t always the easiest people.” Wyn shrugged. “He hasn’t said much more than that.” With a slight smile, she added, “He did ask me about you when he returned from the bakery. But it was nothing more than wondering how a Tufanan baker came to be in this village. I told him you were already here when I got here, so I didn’t know. Sara didn’t know that’s where you were from. You made a homesick boy very happy.”

      “He’s going to be disappointed when he eats that flatbread. It’s not at all what he’s expecting, and that will probably make him sadder. I can’t get the right ingredients here.”

      “He ate the roll while I was there, and he was in utter bliss. He’ll probably be back for more.”

      That didn’t ease Lucina’s mind. While having a customer who appreciated her work was nice, the more he talked to her, the more he’d learn about her, and that could be dangerous. Even if he wasn’t a threat, he might know other expatriates, and some of them could be trouble. What if he wrote to friends back at the duke’s palace about finding a Tufanan baker? There couldn’t be that many of them in exile.

      “Oh, you’re out here!” a voice called from the front garden, and Lucina turned to see Mair approaching. As much as she liked the dairy maid, who’d been her first friend in the village, she was glad she’d managed to conclude her conversation about Nico before Mair arrived. She wasn’t in the mood for teasing or curiosity.

      “Come, join us,” Wyn said, getting up to pull up the bottle from the brook and pour another glass. “I’ve got something nice and relaxing brewed.”

      “Good, because I need it,” Mair said, collapsing into a chair and pushing fair curls back from her suntanned face. “Would you believe, someone stole five jars of cream from the dairy, everything from yesterday’s milking? I had to fill my standing orders from this morning’s milking, which means I won’t have anything left to sell at the market tomorrow.”

      “So no butter?” Lucina asked.

      “I still have some that I made earlier, so I’ll have enough for you, don’t worry. I’m just mad that someone took it from me, right out of the dairy. If they were in need, I’d have been happy to give them some.”

      “You’re quite generous,” Wyn said. “I wouldn’t have survived my first days here if you hadn’t kept giving me cheese to sample.”

      “That wasn’t charity. I truly wanted your opinion.”

      “Your ‘samples’ were enough to keep me from starving.”

      Mair threw her hands up in exasperation. “I don’t even know what someone would do with that much cream.”

      “It’s more than I would use to bake with,” Lucina said. “Maybe they’re making their own butter.”

      “If they wanted butter, they could have stolen that, and it would have been easier to carry.”

      “I can’t imagine who in the village would do such a thing,” Wyn said, frowning.

      “No one would. It’s never happened before,” Mair said. “It has to have been an outsider. Does Bryn have anyone staying at the inn?”

      “Not that he’s mentioned,” Wyn said. “Though I’m not entirely certain he’d notice if someone just took over one of the rooms.” Her smile was fond enough to indicate that she meant no criticism.

      “Maybe someone has brought in hands for the fields. Otherwise, the only new people are you and the smith’s apprentice, and I’m sure you aren’t stealing from me.”

      “What would an apprentice smith need with that much cream?” Lucina asked, not so much to defend Nico, but because she wanted to stop that speculation. She’d heard the things said about Tufanans while she was on the run, and if the people in the village began to suspect him as a thief, they might become suspicious of her by association. So far no one had cared about her origins, and she didn’t want that to change.

      “He gets hungry after all that work? I don’t know. But you’re right, I can’t imagine him stealing cream.” Mair turned to Wyn. “You’re my closest neighbor. You didn’t notice anything missing, did you?”

      “Anyone who tried to get in my cottage would quickly regret it,” Wyn said with a wry smile. “Gladys wouldn’t take well to that.”

      “Who’s Gladys?” Lucina asked. She thought she knew everyone in the village, but she didn’t remember a Gladys.

      “Have I not introduced you to Gladys? She’s a kind of helper who inhabits the cottage, an entity made of the spirits of healers who’ve come before. Gladys was the first healer who lived here, so that’s what I call the spirit. She takes care of the cottage so I can care for people.”

      “You mean, magic?” Lucina asked, dropping her voice to a whisper.

      “In a sense, I suppose,” Wyn said. “It’s a very light magic, and I had nothing to do with making it happen. You don’t have to worry about it doing any harm, and it’s limited to the cottage itself.”

      “I’m not afraid of magic. It’s just not something we talk about in my land,” Lucina said. “There are mages, but they’re noble and have great knowledge and power. The little stuff by ordinary people is forbidden.”

      “That’s the part that’s useful,” Mair said. “Gladys’s cooking and cleaning is a lot more useful than any of Bryn’s attempts at wizardry. No offense,” she added to Wyn.

      “He’d be the first to agree with you,” Wyn said. Bryn was Wyn’s—well, Lucina wasn’t sure quite what he was to Wyn. She couldn’t tell if they were lovers, but they did spend a lot of time together and seemed fond of each other. He was studying to be a wizard, with mixed results. He was far more successful running the village’s inn, in spite of the few guests. “But we have no restrictions here on the simpler magic, the kind ordinary people use to make life a little better and help others. At any rate, anyone who came into the cottage uninvited would probably find themselves ducking flying objects.”

      “I almost hope someone tries. It would be fun to see that,” Mair said with a laugh.

      “It is possible that something’s missing from the shed,” Wyn mused. “I haven’t been out there today, and Gladys can’t go out there.”

      So far, Mair hadn’t said anything about whether Nico was from the same land as Lucina or whether she’d met him, and Lucina felt it was wisest to depart before the conversation went in that direction. Mair was bound to bring up his looks and physique soon enough. Lucina stood and said, “I’d better get tomorrow’s dough started. It’s a market day, so I’ll need to bake extra.”

      “Do you need butter?” Mair asked.

      “No, I’m fine. I have enough to bake for the next couple of days.”

      “Good. Then I may get through this. See you at the market tomorrow.”

      “Thank you for the tea,” Lucina said to Wyn.

      “You’re welcome. How are you set for tea?”

      Wyn had prescribed her a blend to help with her difficult nights. “I have enough for another week.”

      “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “I will. Good evening to you both.”

      As she made her way back to the bakery, Lucina wished she’d thought to ask Wyn if she had something stronger to help her sleep because she suspected the nightmares would be bad that night. Hearing her own language for the first time in years had already brought up memories she’d tried to put behind her. She’d have to take the healer’s advice to write out her thoughts before she went to bed. It would probably help for her to talk to someone, as Wyn kept recommending, but Lucina worried that would only make it worse. She’d have to answer questions and explain, and that would mean dredging it all up again. Even now, walking through the idyllic village, she was transported to a city, narrow streets barricaded, piles of stones on the ground where they’d been thrown from rooftops, smears of blood on the cobblestones from the people who’d been hit, the smell of decay and ash as flames lit the city.

      With a shiver, she forced herself back to the present of a pleasant summer day in a quiet village far away from war and revolution. She was safe here—unless Nico was something other than an apprentice smith.

      The smell of flour, yeast, and freshly baked bread greeted her when she opened the bakery door. A couple of loaves were missing from the baskets on the counter, and several coins lay in the dish nearby. That made the theft of Mair’s cream even odder. In a town where people were honest enough to pay for bread while the baker was out, who would steal cream?

      She mulled on this as she stirred together the dough ingredients, and her thoughts kept going back to Nico. He was the newcomer in town, the person who knew few people and wouldn’t yet have made any friends. She still couldn’t think of what he would do with that much cream, other than possibly sell it. He’d have to take it elsewhere because his crime would be obvious if he brought it to the market in the village, but he could take it to some of the outlying farms or maybe sell it to farmhands. Or maybe he just liked berries and cream that much.

      Not that it was any affair of hers. She covered the bowls and set them to rise, then turned her attention to the oven, sweeping it out. She was pulling the ash bin out from under it when a voice behind her said, “There’s got to be a better way to do that.” She turned to see Nico standing in the doorway.
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      Lucina barely suppressed a yelp of shock, but she still gasped.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Nico said. “I came to see if you had more of those horns and flatbread. You’re right, they weren’t quite like home, but they were as close as I’ve had since I left.”

      “Of course,” she said, wiping her still-trembling hands on her apron. “How many would you like?”

      “I’ll take all you’ve got.”

      While she collected them into a bundle, he said, “It looks like you could use some help,” and gestured toward the oven.

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “Really, making things work is what I do. Tell me what you’re doing here.”

      “I make a fire in the oven to heat the bricks. When the bricks are hot, I sweep the ashes and embers through a hole at the back into an ash bin underneath. When that cools enough to handle it, I pull it out and empty it. People take the ashes to make soap and other things.”

      “Would putting wheels on the ash bin make it easier for you to handle?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I’ll have to look at some designs, and I’ll come by to take measurements.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “It would be a good practice project for me. I’ll have to learn more first, though.”

      “You’re new to being a smith?”

      He grinned. “Entirely. I spent a lot of time around the forge at the armory because I was fascinated with the work, but I never considered doing it until I heard about the opportunity here and decided I might as well try. I wasn’t too fond of being a soldier, to be honest, but there wasn’t much else I could do. In the cities, guilds control most of the trades. I’d have had to buy my way into an apprenticeship.”

      “And the duke let you leave?”

      “I wasn’t sworn to him. I was merely a sellsword. He could have dismissed me at any time, and I could leave when I wanted. I gave my notice when I made my decision and turned back.”

      “Just like that? You didn’t need to go back to get your belongings?”

      “I had everything I owned with me. It’s simpler that way.”

      She’d once lived that way while she was on the run, looking for refuge, but she’d accumulated belongings since settling in Rydding. She was curious when and how he’d come to leave Tufana, but asking that question would leave an opening for him to ask her, so she refrained and handed him the bundle. “I hope you enjoy these.”

      He took the bundle and handed over some coins. “You have no idea how glad I was to get a taste of home. I don’t suppose you do any other cooking from the old country?”

      “Believe it or not, I’m not much of a cook. I can bake, and that’s about it.”

      “Too bad. The one thing I miss from back home is my mother’s cooking, and she wasn’t much of a cook.” His smile faded for a moment and he added, “Though I suspect it had something to do with what she had to work with. It’s hard to be a good cook when you have too many mouths to feed and not enough money to buy food, especially when food kept getting more expensive.”

      “A cook is only as good as her ingredients, though I’ve known some who could work magic with next to nothing.”

      “Speaking of cooking, it’s almost dinnertime, and Mistress Smith does not abide tardiness.”

      “From what I’ve seen, there’s not much she abides.”

      “I dare not say. Thank you for the taste of home, and I will be back.”

      She hoped it was only for bread, not to help her or fix anything. Though it might be nice to have a less unwieldy ash bin, she thought as she hauled it to the back door of the bakery, where she dumped it on the ash heap. On her way back inside, she stopped to pick up the small dish sitting on the back step. It was empty, so a stray cat must have been in need of the cream. She rinsed it out and put it back outside with cream in it and a piece of bread beside it when she went out to collect firewood. It was a silly ritual, she knew, but Nonna had taught her to always put out an offering as thanks for the magic that made bread. If a stray animal or hungry person got a meal along the way, it did some good.

      She arranged the wood in the oven and shut the door to keep in the lingering heat, washed the bowls, pans, spoons, and other equipment she’d used, scrubbed and salted the work table, and had everything ready for the night before she headed up to her room over the bakery. She ate a dinner of bread and cheese with some plums as she counted the coins from the day. Some she set aside for buying more ingredients, but the rest went into her strongbox. She was so close to her goal. Next she’d need to find someone who could travel back to Tufana. Nico was out of the question, even if he’d left of his own accord rather than being exiled. While he was an apprentice his time wasn’t his own, and taking months off to go on a journey would be impossible. The Smiths needed him too much. But he might know someone.

      That was, if he wasn’t in Rydding to watch her. Surely she didn’t matter that much to any of the factions for them to want to track her down. She’d have been in danger if she’d stayed, but as long as she was out of the way, they wouldn’t care about her.

      With a sigh, she wished she’d kept one of those spice horns for herself instead of selling the whole batch to Nico because a wave of homesickness swept over her, leaving her with a longing for anything that reminded her of home.

      She lit the fire in the room’s small hearth. Even after years in this land, she couldn’t imagine needing a fire during the summer for anything other than baking, but the nights were chilly. Once the fire was going, she put on a kettle. As soon as the water was slightly warm, she poured some into a basin so she could wash while she waited for the rest of the water to boil. She was in her nightgown, her hair braided, when the kettle began hissing, and she brewed the medicinal tea that was supposed to help her sleep in spite of the nightmares. She took the cup to the window that looked out at the forest behind the village. When the sun rose early, it also stayed up late, so it was fully daylight at a time when she was ready for bed.

      She finished the tea, lit a candle, and closed all the shutters, darkening the room. Her eyes were growing heavy, but she was afraid to let them close because she knew what would happen as soon as she did. She’d find herself reliving the worst time in her life, when the whole world was falling apart around her and almost everyone she’d trusted had turned on her. If she was particularly unfortunate, the dream would also bring back earlier memories of the other time she’d had to leave her home and family. She still wasn’t sure exactly what had happened then because she’d been too young to understand. She remembered only fire and a frantic goodbye and then the rest of her childhood had been spent only with her Nonna.

      Taking Wyn’s advice, she got out a piece of paper and wrote down all these thoughts, describing everything she remembered and what she felt about it, then she hurled the paper into the smoldering coals of her fire and watched it burn before she got in bed and put out her candle.

      She woke gasping for breath from the familiar nightmare of fleeing a burning city, but this time it had been different. Instead of being in her former home city, she’d been in Rydding, and it had been the villagers driving her out while the village burned around them.

      Even though she knew for certain it had only been a dream—she had, after all, awakened in her own bed in a room that wasn’t burning—she felt compelled to reassure herself that none of it had been true. She got out of bed and made her way to the window, guiding herself through the darkness by the faint light of the still smoldering embers in the fireplace. Grabbing a shawl to wrap around her shoulders against the night chill, she flung open the shutters.

      In the darkness, she could see little more than faint shapes and shadows, but it was enough to prove to her that the village was still there. There were no flames, no barricades across the lane, no angry villagers. Everyone was snug in their beds. The flickering light coming from one of the windows upstairs at the inn suggested that there was at least one other person awake at this hour. Bryn was probably studying.

      The eastern sky was just beginning to grow lighter, so it was almost time for her to get up, anyway, and it was a market day, which meant an early start would be good. She dressed and headed downstairs, where she got the fire and the bread going, then went to work on rolls. On a market day, people would be looking for a quick breakfast, especially those who came from the surrounding countryside. She shaped some of the dough she’d set to rise the night before, adding fillings. There were savory rolls with bits of ham and cheese and sweet rolls with fruit. Once those were rising, she mixed up a pastry dough to make handheld pies.

      All the while, she couldn’t help but dwell on her nightmare. This was the first time she’d dreamed about being driven out of Rydding. She’d always felt safe here. It was her old home that was the danger. It was the new smith, she was sure. The fact that someone from her homeland was here made her feel less safe, as though he’d brought the danger with him. She reminded herself that she knew nothing about him. She didn’t know when or why he’d left or where he stood politically, if he’d sided with the rebels or the king.

      Besides, if it came to a dispute, she was sure the villagers would side with her over him. She’d been here longer and they liked her baking. The village did need a smith, but Nico was still an apprentice. He hadn’t yet had the opportunity to be of service. They’d be in trouble without a baker. She’d seen the way the villagers had rallied around Wyn earlier in the summer, and she was certain they’d do the same for her.

      At least, she hoped they would.

      She probably put more force than was necessary into rolling the pie dough out. In fact, it was too thin. That wouldn’t do for pies that people would be eating out of their hands as they perused the market or walked home. She folded the dough and rolled it to the proper thickness, forcing herself to focus on her work instead of worrying. Nonna would have told her to throw out that batch so she didn’t poison her customers with her bad thoughts, but Lucina didn’t take her grandmother’s advice that far. Instead, she tried to think happy thoughts as she cut the dough into rounds and dropped on the fillings.

      By the time the first vendors arrived in the market square, the bread was out of the oven and cooling and she was pulling out the rolls. She opened the bakery’s front door so the aroma of freshly baked bread would fill the market square. That did the trick, and soon all the vendors were streaming in to buy breakfast. When Mair came in, Lucina asked, “Any cream missing this morning?”

      “No. They let me keep last night’s milking.”

      “You had something stolen, too?” the man behind Mair asked.

      “Five jars of cream. You?”

      “Two pies, right off the windowsill.”

      “Someone must be hungry,” Lucina said.

      “I haven’t seen any tramps about,” the man said. “But it is the time of year when people wander in search of farm work.”

      “I still don’t know what they’d do with that much cream,” Mair muttered. “We’ll know if someone else shows up at the market selling butter.”

      A general mutter rose among the customers about things that had gone missing, usually food, clothes, or small items of jewelry. “Don’t leave clothes on the line overnight,” one woman warned. “And bring in your boots, no matter how muddy they are.”

      Someone who was stealing food and clothing was probably in need, Lucina thought. If they could find that person, the villagers could put together a gift basket to help them or find work for them to do so they didn’t have to steal. The stolen jewelry was a little more troublesome because that indicated more than mere need. It wasn’t even something that could be sold for money in the area. For one thing, no one had the money to buy jewelry, and for another, it was sure to be recognized. These were family mementos, and not likely to be worth much to anyone but their owners.

      There was even more chatter at lunchtime, when people came in to buy pies for their journeys home. They’d had a chance to compare notes and realize that there was definitely a thief at work around Rydding. While they waited for their pies, they even discussed putting together a group to search the woods around the village to find the thief. Lucina longed to go out into the market and see what was being said, but she was too busy dealing with customers as the market broke up and people bought not only their lunch but also some bread.

      Usually, the market closed around midday, but people lingered in the square, eating their lunches there rather than as they traveled. The villagers were there, as well, mingling with the country folk. With the excuse to herself that she needed to see what the peddler had to offer because she could use a
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